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About You

Name?
How long have you worked with FGC? 
What’s been your role with FGC?
What do you hope to accomplish today?



Today’s Path
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Origins and Intentions of FGC

Family Group to Assumes Leadership

Unpacking Coordinator’s Role in Supporting 
Family Group to Assume Leadership

Preparation

Widening the Circle



Family Group Conferencing
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A decision-making process 
in which members of the 
family group are invited 
and joined by members of 
their information network, 
community groups, and 
child welfare agency that 
have become involved in 
the family’s lives.  

Guidelines for Family Group Decision in Child Welfare, 2013



The Origins of Family Involvement 

in Decision Making

Family Group Conference 
(New Zealand, 1989)

• Address 
disproportionality

• Indigenous origins

• Change oppressive 
casework practice

• Family is its own best 
expert
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Why FGC?

More Important than the “How”
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Children have a right to maintain their kinship and cultural connections throughout their lives.

Children and their parents belong to a wider family system that both nurtures them and 
is responsible for them.

The family group, rather than the agency, is the context for child welfare and child 
protection resolutions.

All families are entitled to the respect of the state, and the state needs to make an extra 
effort to convey respect to those who are poor, socially excluded, marginalized, or lacking 
power or access to resources and services.



Why FGC?

More Important than the “How”
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The state has a responsibility to recognize, support, and build the family group’s 
capacity to protect and care for its young relatives.

Family groups know their own histories, and they use that information to 
construct thorough plans.

Active family group participation and leadership is essential for good 
outcomes for children, but power imbalances between family groups and 
child protection agency personnel must first be addressed.

The state has a responsibility to defend family groups from unnecessary intrusion 
and to promote their growth and strength.



Six Core Elements of FGC

An independent coordinator

Family group as key decision-making partner; resources put 
toward finding and preparing

Private family time

When plan meets agency concerns, preference for family 
plan

Follow-up processes after the family group decision making 
meeting occur until the intended outcomes are achieved

Services and resources available to meet agreed-upon plans
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National Center on Family Group Decision Making, 2013



Family Involvement Continuum1

Families, along with their 
support networks, craft 

initial plans that are 
subsequently shared with 

the professionals who 
work collaboratively with 
the families to ensure the 
plans are attainable and 

meet the highest 
standards for achieving 

the goals of safety, 
permanency, and well-

being.

Families are part of the 

decision-making team. In 

these instances, families 

partner with professionals 

to create consensual 

decisions acceptable to all 

parties.

Families have a genuine 

voice at the meetings. 

Their ideas, needs, 

perspectives, and other 

inputs are sought at the 

meetings, but the decision 

making rests with 

professionals.

Families are present at 

meetings where decisions 

will be made about their 

children.

Families are not included 

in meetings or other 

forums where decisions 

are made about their 

children.
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Family Voice in Decision Making System Voice in Decision Making

1Taken from: Merkel-Holguin, L., & Wilmot, L. (2005). Analyzing family involvement approaches. In J. Pennell & G. Anderson (Eds.), Widening the circle: The practice and
evaluation of family group conferencing with children, young persons, and their families. Washington, DC: NASW Press.

May be reproduced and distributed with appropriate citation.



Let’s Play Ball!
1. Create a game using a ball.

2. Determine the rules/objectives for the game.

3. Practice the game and be ready to share it 
with the large group. 



How is FGC Process Designed to 

Address Power Imbalances?
FGC supports the rights of 

the child/youth and family group.
• Referral
• Preparation
• Conference

o Introductions
o Information Sharing
o Private Family Time
o Plan Presentation and Finalization

• Plan Implementation and Follow Up



Addressing Power Imbalance

• Knowledge is power
o Families should be given full information regarding:

• Details and reasons for system involvement and 
concern

• How to navigate systems (child welfare, youth justice, 
court, etc.), & identify/access formal/informal 
resources.

• All phases of FGC process and their roles throughout 
the process (preparation, conference, follow up)

• Coordinator independence
o Viewed as fair and equitable
o Does not make decisions about or manage the case
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Identity and Culture

• Acknowledgement of the role of race, ethnicity, 
class, spirituality and culture.

• How has the family been historically treated based 
on the above?

• Use of cultural guides for families.

• Understanding world view, values and assumptions 
of the family. 

• Understanding family's decision making model.
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Traditions/Ceremonies

• Honoring family’s culture and identity

• Family group determines what and when

• Ask family group if they would like service providers 
to participate in a respectful way.



The Coordinator is Someone Who . . . 

• is the ambassador to the process 
for family, the community, and 
child welfare;

• promotes transparency through 
open sharing and building of 
communication channels;

• advocates for the primacy of the 
family group; and

• embraces the family group’s 
culture.
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• ensures integrity of the process by working to 
include rather than exclude individuals;

• addresses any potential obstacles that may interfere 
with the decision-making process;

• agrees with and believes in FGC philosophy and 
values; and

• is sensitive to issues of power, oppression, 
discrimination, colonization, and marginalization.
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The Coordinator is Someone Who . . .



Role of Coordinator

Throughout FGC Process

• Independent from case decision making for the 
specific family for which she or he is coordinating the 
family meeting

• Acts in a fair manner

• The family views the coordinator as independent

• Understands the family’s culture and supports the 
family’s culture in the meeting
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Coordinator Preparation of Self to Support 

Family in Assuming Leadership

“Continuously throughout 
the process, the coordinator 
uses a reflective, 
introspective process to 
identify his or her own values 
and potential biases, working 
to be fair and equitable to all                                 
participants.”

Guidelines for FGDM in Child Welfare, 2008
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Checklist to Support Impartial, Fair 

& Independent Coordinator
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• Feels able to manage the 
referral

• Keeper of the process, not the 
content

• A carrier, not the creator, of 
information

• Supports everyone’s voice

• Minimizes own role

• Walks the middle of the road 
and not take sides

• Takes off  other hats (therapist, 
advocate, child welfare, etc.)



Reflection
1. From your own life experience, think of a time 

when you felt respected and heard when 
interacting with a system (medical, government, 
education, etc.). What did you learn?

2. From your own life experience, think of a time 
when you felt you weren’t being respected or hear 
by a system. What did you learn?  

3. How might your experiences inform your role as an 
FGC coordinator? 



FGC Process Through the Lens of 

Family Group Conferencing

Referral

Preparation

Conference

Implementation

Follow Up

Four Main Phases
1. Referral to hold the conference

2. Preparation and planning activities

3. Conference

FGC Stages

o Introductions

o Information sharing

o Private family time

o Plan presentation, consideration, 
and acceptance 

4. Implementation and Follow-Up
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Phase 3: The Conference
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Introductions

Information Sharing

Private Family Time

Plan Presentation and 
Acceptance

Follow Up

Tradition or Ceremony?



Phase 1:  The Referral

It’s about more than a piece of paper.

o Involves the referring party, the family, 
and the coordinator

o Involves ensuring timing is right for 
the family

o It is the initiation by the referring 
worker to the coordinator’s 
engagement with the family

o It is the first step in preparation                       
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The Referral Meeting: The 

Beginning of the Preparation Phase

Referral Meeting: 
Who attends the referral meeting?

What information do you gather?

o Why is the family involved with the system?

o Who are the people in the family that the worker knows 
about?

o What’s going well?

o What are the concerns

o What do you want the family to create a plan about?
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Phase 2: Preparation

• One of the most critical aspects of FGC planning

• Generates opportunities to recognize, support, and 
build the family’s capacity for leadership to care for 
and protect their children

• Foundational to success of remaining phases and 
stages of the process

25



Preparation . . .

• Supports and fosters a 
family-driven process

• Brings forth the family’s 
culture

• Ensures safety is 
present during and 
after the meeting
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Preparation . . . 

• Widens the circle

• Provides time for the family to process 
information and ideas 

• Provides family with information needed to 
build solid plans
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Components of Preparation

FGC PROCESS

WIDEN 
CIRCLE

AGENCY 
INFORMATION



Components of Preparation: 

FGC Process

Ceremonies, 
Prayers,

Traditions

Where, When, 
Food

Child’s 
participation

Safety planning

Four Stages of 
FGC 



Components of Preparation:

Agency Information

Purpose of 
FGC meeting

Share agency 
concerns to 

be addressed

Share agency 
information



Components of Preparation:

Widening the Circle



Components of Preparation:

Widening the Circle

The questions we ask matter … what 
response will a question elicit?

• Who is in your family?

• Who are your supports?

• Who do you want to attend the meeting?



Components of Preparation:

Widening the Circle

Who is in the child’s family:

• Parents and step-parents

• Siblings, half-siblings, step-siblings

• Grandparents and step-Grandparents

• Aunts and Uncles

• Great Aunts and Uncles

• Cousins

• Godparents 

• Friends of the family



Think Tank:  Preparing 

Constituency Group Members

1. Children

2. Parents/Step-Parents 

3. Extended Family

4. Family Supports

5. Caseworkers
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Constituency Group Questions

1. What might be potential power imbalances that the 
constituency group you are working with may 
experience?

2. Identify 4-5 things you would do in preparation with 
your constituency group that may contribute to that 
constituency group and the larger family group in 
assuming leadership of the FGC process.
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Preparation Triad Activity

Step 1: 
• Five minutes to gather your thoughts

Step 2: Role Play*
• One person is the Family Member or Service Provider
• One person is the Observer
• One person is the Coordinator

*Please note: This is your first conversation.  
What will the coordinator say while introducing and describing 
the FGC process to prepare the participant for the conference 
AND support the family group in assuming leadership?
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Components of Preparation

Barriers and challenges in widening the circle

• Parent says ‘there is no family’

• Geographical distance

• No contact information

• Sibling(s) adopted by non-kin

• Conflict in family system

• Parent raised in the child welfare system

• Child growing up in foster care; parents’ rights 
terminated



Coordinator Challenges Activity

Small groups:

• Create three strategies to address the 
challenge (15 minutes).

• Share strategies with the large group (5 
minutes per group). 
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Coordinator Challenges Activity

WIDENING THE CIRCLE: CHALLENGE 1

You are the coordinator preparing the mother 

of a child for a FGC. The mother tells you that 

‘there is no family’. She says that she does not 

want the father or his family to attend the 

meeting. The worker has already given you 

the contact information for the father.



Coordinator Challenges Activity

WIDENING THE CIRCLE: CHALLENGE 2

You are the coordinator preparing two children, 
ages 10 and 12 for an FGC. They have lived with 
a elderly non-kin foster parent for six years. The 
children have not had contact with relatives for 
many years and only remember the first names 
of some. There is no contact information 
available. 
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Coordinator Challenges Activity

WIDENING THE CIRCLE: CHALLENGE 3

You are the coordinator who is preparing the 

parents of a child for a FGC. They tell you that 

they have lots of family members, but they only 

have contact information for a few. The parents 

immigrated three years ago. 
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Coordinator Challenges Activity

WIDENING THE CIRCLE: CHALLENGE 4

You are the coordinator who is preparing a 14 

year old youth for an FGC. The youth tells you 

that he has 3 siblings who have been adopted. 

He has contact with these siblings through 

Facebook. He wants to invite his siblings to his 

FGC.
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Coordinator Challenges Activity

WIDENING THE CIRCLE: CHALLENGE 5

You are the coordinator preparing family members 
to attend an FGC. The worker has told you that 
there is a lot of conflict between the maternal and 
paternal sides of the family. When you start 
meeting with family members, they tell you the 
same thing and tell you that they only want certain 
people to attend the FGC.
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Coordinator Challenges Activity

WIDENING THE CIRCLE: CHALLENGE 6

You are the coordinator preparing a father to 

attend a FGC. The father tells you that he was 

raised in the child welfare system and that he 

does not have any contact with members of his 

biological family. He keeps in touch with one 

former foster parent.
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Wrapping Up

Did you accomplish what you hoped to today?



Available Resources

• Preparation Packet

• Culture Questions

• Preparation Strategies

• Tools to Get Names of Significant Relationships

• Preparing Families Assessment

• Samples of Consent

• Referral Meeting Questions

• Samples of Summary of Information and Concerns to 
be Addressed  



Thank You
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