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to parallel and run concurrently to 
the children’s program.  Themes 
and concepts introduced to chil-
dren are incorporated into mother’s 
group sessions, and the emphasis 
throughout is to support women in 
the knowledge of how to best help 
their children in healing from the 
impact of exposure to abuse.  

Although a program for children can 
stand alone, we believe that the out-
come of group participation extends 
far beyond the contact facilitators 
have with children from one session 
to the next.  Most importantly we 
believe that mothers themselves are 
the experts in their children’s lives.  
As such, to best support children 
– offering groups for both they and 
their mothers through the delivery 
of a concurrent model is considered 
ideal. 

It is a good idea to start the 
mother’s group a week before 
the children’s group begins. 
This gives the women a chance 
to think about the issues the 
children will be discussing the 
following week and prepare 
themselves for any discussion 
this may generate.
 
For information or to order a copy 
of the children’s programme manual 
please contact 
info@avaproject.org.uk

against women Survivors as Moth-
ers: 
A Resource to Support Parenting 
(2004)

the Concurrent 
Program Model:

The Importance of Offering  
mothers’ groups in Collaboration 
with children’s groups

This manual is a resource intended 
for use with women who have expe-
rienced abuse – but in particular for 
women as mothers; whose children 
are participating in their own groups 
related to exposure to violence 
against women.  

The community group programme 
has provided group intervention to 
children for many years.  Historically, 
children participated independently 
in their own groups.  Support was 
offered to mothers individually, most 
often in times of crisis or problematic 
circumstances. Through the ongo-
ing work with children, it became 
evident that this link to mothers was 
crucial.  Not only did mothers ben-
efit, but also the experience of group 
for children was significantly en-
hanced when a connection to their 
mothers was also established.  Ulti-
mately, the idea to offer a concurrent 
program for mothers was conceived, 
and this model developed.  

It is imperative that the best use of 
this mothers’ group manual is in col-
laboration with the children’s group 
manual.  The mothers’ curriculum 
has been specifically developed 

The mother’s group, designed to run concurrently with 
the children’s group, represents an important addition 
and welcomed enhancement to the community group 
programme for Children developed in London, Canada.  

Counsellors have long advocated for meaningful parental 
involvement in interventions supporting children and 
adolescents.  While playing a key role, group facilitators 
spend about two hours per week with the children. In 
contrast, mothers spend up to 100 waking hours with 
their children, week after week, year after year. A mother’s 
love, affection, availability, and investment in her children’s 
well-being and healthy development are powerful factors to 
harness in the healing journey.  Each day yields dozens of 
priceless opportunities to respond to issues and child needs 
as they arise. 

The tone, format, and content of the mother’s group 
recognize and reflect the vital importance of women in 
children’s lives. Grounded in years of experience and filtered 
through a lens of compassion and respect, this material 
provides a sensitive, informed, and practical vehicle for 
helpers to assist survivors in supporting children to cope 
and heal.   Service providers are skilfully guided in their 
efforts to empower women and validate their parental role.  
This is critical for women whose abusive partners have 
undermined their parenting, their confidence as parents, 
and their feelings of self worth.  An abusive partner can 
even erode the respect of the children for their mother.  
Rebuilding that crucial bond is a key goal of effective 
interventions with children.

The group sessions outlined in this manual provide a 
supportive, interactive and safe context for learning while 
enabling each woman to choose what and how much 
she shares with the group. Michele Paddon has created 
a valuable resource, which clearly honours the experience 
and celebrates the potential of children and mothers.  This 
resource will not sit on the shelf! 

Linda L. Baker, Ph.D., C.Psych. Alison Cunningham, 
M.A.(Crim) 
Executive Director          Director of Research & Planning
Centre for Children and Families in the Justice System
Authors of Helping Children Thrive / Supporting Violence 
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seCtion 1

Introduction To The Mothers’ Component Of The 
Community Group Programme

I. History and Development of the Concurrent Model:
The development of a program for mothers to run 
concurrently with the children’s groups came about when 
mothers’ need for ongoing support while their children 
participated in group was identified, and the potential 
benefit to children in offering this type of parallel model 
was recognized.   Prior to this, children participated 
independently in their groups, and contact with mothers 
was made only on an individual basis as needed. These 
contacts were not formally organized or scheduled, and 
generally would take place over the telephone.  Frequently, 
the mothers themselves initiated contact with Program 
Coordinators at the point where they began to experience 
difficulties or a shift in children’s behaviours at home or 
school during the course of the group.  In many cases, 
mothers questioned whether their children were benefiting 
from their participation in group – or whether in fact, 
the group may have been having an adverse affect.  In 
such situations, mothers were provided with information 
about the impact of exposure to abuse on children, and 
prepared with the knowledge of what to expect from their 
children from week to week while they participated in the 
program.  This helped the mothers understand, cope 
with and effectively manage their children’s behaviours. 
They were also more confident and self-empowered in 
understanding and supporting their emotional needs while 
they participated in the program.  Some related feeling more 
capable of advocating for their children’s need for support 
within the school system and with other family members 
and caregivers, with this additional link to information and 
personal support. 

This method of maintaining individual contact with mothers, 
however, was impractical and inefficient. Although in a 
limited number of cases we did offer mother-child groups, 
resources did not allow for this to be a regular practice. 

The concept however, of providing 
support in a group format continued 
to be recognized as effective, 
therapeutic, empowering to 
mothers, and practical.  Ultimately 
additional funding and staffing to the 
program provided an opportunity 
for the Concurrent Model to be 
formally developed.  At this time, 
the Mothers’ Component to the 
community group programme is fully 
developed and established, and all 
mothers of children referred to the 
program are offered an opportunity 
to participate in the Concurrent 
mothers’ group.

II. Mothers’ Group Program 
Structure and Format:
The community goup programme 
is a concurrent program model 
for children and their mothers.  
According to the dictionary, the 
term concurrent is defined as:  
1:  operating or occurring at the 
same time, 2:  running parallel, 3:  
acting in conjunction. All of these 
definitions are in keeping with the 
nature and format of the group 
program. Groups for mothers take 
place during the same time frame as 
their children’s groups. Depending 
on how large and developed the 
community program is, the number 
of facilitators that are available, and 
how extensive the waiting list is, it 
may be organized in various ways. 
The London, Canada model offers 
a large number of children’s groups 
while the number of mothers’ groups 
taking place is based upon the 

number of women who choose to 
participate. Mothers’ group sessions 
take place at the beginning of the 
week, and children’s groups follow 
during the same week. Mothers 
and children always progress 
through the same weekly sessions 
simultaneously – this being a key 
element to the therapeutic intent 
of the program. Mothers are 
well regarded as the experts on 
their children, and the aim is to 
provide women, in advance, with 
an understanding of the program 
material their children will be learning.    

The mothers’ groups take place in a 
closed group format, ideally with no 
more than 8 women registered for 
each group. To allow ample time for 
discussion and process, mothers’ 
groups are scheduled for 2 hours 
per session, and, like the children’s 
groups, take place once a week. 
The community group programme 
is a collaborative community-based 
model, and groups are held on 
location at partner agencies in the 
community, co-facilitated by female 
staff members of these agencies, all 
of whom have received experiential 
training on the community group 
programme.

Group sessions have been designed 
and structured to follow a standard 
format, with key themes that parallel 
the children’s groups being addressed 
each week. Maintaining a standard 
format is essential to staying on track 
and maintaining the concurrent nature 
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•  “Focus Points” – these being key 
points of importance with regards 
to maintaining a child-centered 
awareness and understanding of 
the theme for the weekly group are 
reviewed.

CLOSURE:

•  Group closure each week 
emphasizes the importance of 
emotional self-care and strategies 
women can utilise until the next 
group.

•  Appropriate resources and 
supports available to women in the 
community are highlighted.

•  Women have the opportunity to 
“Check-Out”, and women’s self-
development resource materials 
are often used as part of this 
closing of the group. This may 
be in the form of a motivational 
reading from a personal growth 
book related to the overall theme 
of the group, or having women 
choose a card from a deck of 
affirmations or power thoughts as 
part of their “Check-Out”.

III.  Engaging Mothers To 
Participate:

While participation in the mothers’ 
group is not a requirement, it 
is strongly recommended as 
an essential supplement to the 
therapeutic benefit that children 

- Large Group Exercises
- Individual Exercises
- Incorporating Children’s Resources
- Engaging in Children’s Activities
- Sharing Theoretical Information
- Provision of Handout Materials

CHILDREN’S GROUP REVIEW:

•  The material to be presented to 
the children is discussed and 
the differences between how 
the concepts are presented to 
the children and how they are 
they presented to the women is 
explained.

•  Group facilitators should be 
aware of predominant ages of the 
children of mothers participating 
in their particular group. While 
the examples given are from the 
primary school-age groups, the 
facilitators can share examples 
of those exercises, activities, and 
resources that would be used with 
preschool and adolescent children.

•  Ideas about age appropriate ways 
for mothers to connect with and 
engage their children in discussion 
about the outcome of their group, 
and how to best support children 
after and between their group 
sessions are highlighted.

•  Mothers are provided with copies 
of handouts from children’s group 
sessions.

of the program. Just as important, it promotes predictability and 
consistency for the women, decreasing anxiety and increasing 
their confidence in knowing what to expect from week to week.  

The standard format applied to all weekly group sessions is 
found on the following page.

stAnDArD forMAt
for MotHers’ GroUPs

WELCOME

•  Provide a brief description of the theme for the session 
and review the agenda

• Review Group Guidelines / Rights and Responsibilities

CHECK-IN

•  Check-in is intended to be brief, and will often reflect or 
introduce the theme pf the group session. (e.g.)  
“My greatest concern for my child’s safety when  
the abuse was happening to me was…”

THEME OF THE WEEK

•  The information related to the theme of the week is 
intended to help the mother “think through the eyes of 
a child” and see the family’s experiences from a child-
centered perspective.

•  Women are helped to consider their own experiences of 
abuse to enable them to better understand their children’s 
experiences.

•  Themes are addressed by using a variety of approaches 
including:

- Discussion
- Thought shower discussions
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may gain from their group. Once a child is referred to the 
program, contact is made with the child’s mother, and 
the mothers’ group program is discussed. In many cases 
mothers are initially uncertain about participating in the 
program, for a variety of valid reasons.  Even in the longer 
term, many women continue to face practical and emotional 
challenges and barriers associated with leaving an abusive 
relationship, and the thought of becoming involved in a group 
can be overwhelming. Some women do not wish to become 
involved in a supportive intervention for themselves at this 
time; some feel they have already received a significant 
amount of support and that their intention is to focus on 
intervention for their children. In these situations it is critical 
to convey that participation in the mothers’ group is primarily 
for the benefit of the children.  Children whose mothers also 
participate in the program have an enhanced therapeutic 
experience.  It is important to clarify that the mothers’ group 
is not a survivors group, and women will not be required 
to divulge or share personal experiences, if they do not 
wish to do so.  The unique purpose of the mothers’ group 
is to provide women, during the same timeframe that their 
children are involved in the group, with the opportunity to 
be fully informed about all concepts addressed during their 
children’s sessions. The mothers’ participation is invaluable 
towards supporting their children, and it is important that this 
message be conveyed. Mothers may also benefit from the 
knowledge that while the primary purpose of the mothers’ 
group is to support them in understanding concepts so 
they may then be better equipped to help their children, the 
unique nature of the program is that when women make 
connections with each other, the mothers’ group becomes a 
therapeutic intervention in itself.

“When women can truly understand 
and connect with their child’s 
experience, through the desire to help 
their children, they are also helping 
themselves”
Sandra Graham-Bermann
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IV. THE CONCURRENT NATURE 
OF THE MODEL: 
As stated, this particular model 
evolved based on the high demand 
for children’s groups, and is 
designed to service large numbers 
of children at one time.  The model 
is organized so that groups run in 
“terms”, generally 3 times a year 
including: fall, winter, and spring.  
Groups are offered according 
to age and include preschool, 
primary school aged children, and 
adolescent age groups.  During any 
given group term, on average 6 to 
7 groups would be coordinated to 
take place at one time, based on 
numbers of referrals in each age 
category.  The number of mothers’ 
groups taking place corresponds to 
demand.  As the mothers’ groups 
are voluntary, all mothers are 
invited to attend their own group; 
however, not all women are able 
or desire to do so. On average 
we find 3 mothers’ groups will run 
per term. In a smaller community 
or one where more facilitators are 
available, it might be possible to 
have one corresponding mothers’ 
group for each children’s group. In 
those situations, the group could be 
directly concurrent, incorporating the 
actual age-specific exercises and 
resources the children will be using.

In the model described here, the 
mothers’ groups are not literally 
concurrent with the children’s and 
adolescent groups. Instead, the 
essence of the overall program is 

concurrent as the themes of each 
group for children are reflected and 
paralleled in the mothers’ groups.  
The goal of the mothers’ program is 
to deliver the key concepts so that 
women gain an adequate personal 
understanding from an adult 
perspective, and are equipped to 
support their children in healing from 
the impact of abuse from a child-
centered perspective.  This model 
has been found to be very effective, 
and most conducive to meeting the 
high demand for children’s groups, 
while offering the mothers’ groups 
concurrently.  

V. APPROPRIATE USE OF 
THE MOTHERS’ MODEL - 
REQUIREMENTS OF MOTHERS’ 
GROUP FACILITATORS:

Given that in each mothers’ group 
women have children who range in 
age from the youngest to the oldest 
attending groups, it is important 
to emphasize the parallel and 
concurrent themes delivered to 
children in their groups, as opposed 
to all of the specific exercises, 
activities, and resources that may 
be used in groups. It is valuable 
however, for group facilitators 
to personalize their groups by 
integrating specific Children’s 
Program activities or resources 
based on the needs of the women, 
and according to the ages of their 
children.  
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To effectively facilitate the mothers’ group, facilitators must 
be fully informed about the nature, content, and process 
of the children’s group Model, especially as related to the 
variation in activities and resources used with children 
of different ages. It is most effective if facilitators for the 
mothers’ groups have had the prior experience in facilitating 
the children’s groups. At a minimum, facilitators of the 
mothers’ groups must be fully familiar with the children’s 
program and the exercises, resources, and activities used 
with preschool children, primary school aged children, and 
adolescents.  The mothers’ group activities that have been 
developed here were modelled after programming specific 
to primary school-aged children, and related to the overall 
themes of each session.  

Of equal importance is that group facilitators be familiar with 
child development principles, and have a comprehensive 
understanding about the impact of being exposed to abuse 
on children at different ages and stages.  Facilitators will in 
this way be equipped to convey appropriate messages to 
mothers about how to engage with  
their children.

RECOMMENDED READING MATERIAL:

Helping Children Thrive: Supporting Violence against women 
Survivors As Mothers.

(Baker & Cunningham, 2004)
www.lfcc.on.ca/mothers.html

What About Me! Seeking to Understand a Child’s View of 
Violence in the Family (Cunningham & Baker, 2004)

www.lfcc.on.ca/what about me.html
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down this sense of isolation by 
talking with and being supported 
by other mothers who have also 
experienced abuse, and whose 
children have been exposed to it. 
The Power and Control Wheel (as 
reproduced in Group Session 6) is a 
useful tool that helps to explain the 
many tactics abusers use to isolate 
women. Once out of the abusive 
relationship, many women continue 
to struggle with the barriers that are 
the outcome of the isolation and 
abuse. Women describe the lack of 
a personal support network, feeling 
alone, and many have disclosed 
how the abusive person in their life 
diminished their role as a parent 
and mother. Abused women have 
described feeling fearful, ashamed, 
and unable to make connections 
with others about their past 
experiences. At the same time, 
many are struggling with children 
who have been impacted by abuse 
and exhibit emotional or behavioural 
problems. The mothers’ group 
allows women to discuss how their 
children seem to have been affected 
by being exposed to abuse. After 
attending groups, women have said 
that they no longer feel as though 
they are “the only one”, and have 
a greater understanding of how to 
best support their children. Breaking 
the silence around violence against 
women is an important part of the 
healing process for both mothers 
and their children. Women need to 
be heard, to be believed, and to 
have an opportunity to express their 

maintaining the child-centered 
perspective.  As they “break the 
silence” about violence against 
women, and examine the impact 
of abuse on children who are 
exposed to it, women develop 
greater strength and confidence 
about staying safe and supporting 
their children. Women who have 
experienced abuse often blame 
themselves and express struggling 
with feelings of responsibility and 
guilt – particularly as it relates to 
their children’s experience. The 
mothers’ group offers an opportunity 
for women to examine and discuss 
issues of responsibility for abuse, 
to ultimately understand that the 
people who abused them are fully 
responsible, and that the survivors 
of abuse are not to blame. Mothers 
can then begin to effectively convey 
these same messages to their 
children.   
 
PRINCIPLE 3:  

To provide opportunities for 
women who have experienced 
abuse to feel less isolated as 
mothers who are parenting 
children who have been exposed 
to abuse.

Mothers who have been abused 
and controlled may not have been 
allowed to parent their children in the 
ways they would have chosen, and 
often express feelings of isolation 
and lack of support as a result. 
During groups women can break 
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seCtion 2
Concurrent Program Principles

PRINCIPLE 1:  

To promote a child-centered model in which a mother 
participating in her own group enhances the therapeutic 
experience of the group for her child.

The primary purpose of the concurrent model is to enhance 
the therapeutic benefit of the group program for children. The 
most powerful integration of group learning for children will 
occur when they have opportunities to reflect upon concepts 
during the time after and between sessions. In their group, 
mothers are informed about the children’s group program 
as it progresses on a weekly basis, with a full description 
of the themes, goals, and objectives each week.  A key 
focus throughout all mothers’ group Sessions is the theme 
of “thinking through the eyes of children.” To maintain this 
child-centered focus, and to demonstrate age-appropriate 
methods of engaging with children around program themes, 
all mothers’ group sessions incorporate the use of the same 
or similar tools, activities, books, videos, and resources that 
are used with children in their groups.

PRINCIPLE 2:  

To support women in recognizing their right to live 
without violence, and in making positive choices to strive 
to eliminate violence from their lives and their children’s 
lives.

Each woman in the group has survived and coped with the 
impact of being in an abusive relationship. To understand 
how to best help their children, the women must have 
opportunities to reflect upon their own experiences of abuse. 
In order to maintain the integrity of the concurrent model, 
this requires skilful facilitation that balances the integration 
of violence against women concepts and discussion while 
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are responding to the program, the 
parenting challenges they are faced 
with at home, and the difficulties 
they have overcome. The goal is to 
help women feel more confidence 
and strength as mothers. In a safe 
and supportive setting mothers can 
benefit from connecting to the past 
and present experiences of other 
women in the group.  The role of 
group facilitators is to guide this 
sharing so that it is relevant to the 
ongoing focus on how mothers can 
best support their children.  

•   Mothers Connecting With 
Their Children 

Every week, mothers are 
encouraged to plan appropriate 
ways to make connections with 
their children about group activities 
that have just taken place, or that 
are coming up in the week ahead. 
Discussion of ideas is encouraged, 
and women support one another 
with sharing of their personal 
experiences. Facilitators bring as 
many children’s tools and resources 
(handouts, books, puppets, toys, 
modeling clay, videos, etc.) to the 
mothers’ group as possible. Mothers 
engage in many of the activities and 
exercises that their children do in 
their groups, and are encouraged to 
give their children a “sneak preview” 
of group activities to come in the 
week ahead, or to have fun talking 
about ones that have already taken 
place. Mothers are even encouraged 
to talk with their children about 

the women to create an expanded 
social support network by making 
connections with each other, by 
developing a sense of community, 
and by breaking down barriers 
among women from diverse 
communities. 

Women are supported in making 
connections in the following 3 areas 
in particular:  
 
•   Women Connecting With 

Each Other

In the group setting, it is emphasized 
that women who survive abusive 
relationships are courageous, strong 
and resourceful. The main role of 
facilitators is to provide information 
and guide the group process; 
in particular to share theoretical 
knowledge about the dynamics of an 
abusive relationship and the tactics 
abusers use to have power and 
control over women. The women 
themselves are upheld as most 
significant to the group process, and 
encouraged to gain wisdom from 
their shared stories and experiences. 
Through seeing strengths in other 
women, women can begin to 
see those same strengths within 
themselves. These connections 
can be the beginning of a personal 
support network for each woman in 
the group. 

As mothers, women are encouraged 
to reflect upon and discuss their 
thoughts about how their children 

feelings. Upon having the experience themselves, mothers 
express feeling more able to support their children in the 
same way.  

PRINCIPLE 4:  

To provide information about personal safety planning to 
help women keep themselves and their children safe.

All women in the group have survived and moved beyond an 
abusive relationship, however, each woman is at a different 
stage. The majority of women will continue to struggle with 
issues related to personal safety for themselves and their 
children.  Examples include managing contact with her past 
partner related to access visits, coping with an ongoing legal 
process, dealing with relationships with her past partner’s 
family, or the continued harassment and abuse that many 
women endure even after leaving the relationship. Women 
can be helped in the group to consider their own safety 
and the corresponding safety needs of their children, and 
to develop personalized safety plans accordingly.  Issues 
of physical and emotional safety are addressed throughout 
group sessions as mothers develop plans to best support 
their children as they progress through the program.
 

PRINCIPLE 5:

To provide opportunities for women to make significant 
personal connections and begin the development of a 
support network.

To address the barriers that are the result of isolation, at 
the same time that women are provided with all essential 
information about engaging with their children, “making 
connections” becomes a key theme for women throughout 
the group process.  The mothers’ group is a chance for 
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group snacks and compare notes about what they had to 
eat – anything to initiate a conversation about the groups. 
The group brainstorms ideas for following up with the 
children, such as having a special dinner on group meeting 
night, and planning a “check in” time to talk about feelings 
after the group session. Women are frequently reminded that 
the purpose of the mothers’ group is to understand how to 
best support children between group sessions – and that the 
processing children do to make sense of information during 
this time is equally if not more so important than time spent in 
the group itself.  

•  Community Connections

As an integral part of all group sessions, women are provided 
with information and support to make links to resources 
within their community.  If a woman appears to need more 
support than is available through the mothers’ group 
program, facilitators encourage group participants to help 
her become informed about options by brainstorming about 
where in the community she could go for the kind of help she 
needs.  Women are asked about their own past and present 
experiences of obtaining support within the community, 
and strategies for overcoming the barriers are discussed. 
Resource information is recorded in a central location, and in 
one of the final sessions an abused women’s advocate from 
the community is invited to the group to make a personal 
connection with the participants. 

PRINCIPLE 6:  

To validate the importance of self-care, self-esteem 
enhancement, and personal support for mothers as 
directly connected to her children’s own emotional 
healing process.

Women who have experienced abuse often identify low 
self-esteem and a lack of self-worth as concerns. Learning 
about the dynamics of an abusive relationship can help 

women to understand why they 
feel this way. To best help their 
children, mothers must also consider 
the ways that they, the mothers, 
would benefit from self-esteem 
enhancement and personal support. 
During group sessions women 
are reminded of their insight and 
knowledge about their children’s 
experience, enhancing their feelings 
of assertiveness and self-worth. 
Participants recognize the strengths 
and expertise exhibited by others 
in the group, while at the same 
time having their own wisdom 
recognized and validated. Mothers 
are introduced to resources in 
the form of self-care books, card 
decks, personal growth materials 
and literature. Facilitators use 
these resources during the group 
sessions and the women can also 
review and use them in before and 
after the sessions. Additionally, 
resources, self-care supports, and 
self-development links for women 
in their community are explored and 
discussed. 
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seCtion 3
Mother’s group facilitation

i. Assessing Group readiness 

As in any therapeutic group, it is important to assess a 
woman’s readiness for the mothers’ group Component to 
the Concurrent Model. The mother herself is significantly 
involved in making this decision. A feminist perspective on 
the provision of intervention and support to abused women 
emphasizes the importance of a woman feeling respected 
for her ability to make positive decisions for herself and her 
children. While a primary aim of the program is to engage 
women and encourage them to become involved in the 
mother’s group for the best interests of her children, at the 
same time it is essential for a woman also be supported to 
choose not to become involved in the group if she concludes 
that participation may not be the best choice for her at this 
time.  Assessing for group readiness includes the following 
areas:

(a) Information Upon Initial Contact / Referral

From the very first contact, it is important to explain the 
benefits of the Concurrent Model, explaining the mothers’ 
group as a natural extension and enhancement of the 
children’s group. It is equally important that women are 
informed that the program is voluntary. Women should feel 
confident that they will be respected in making their own 
decision about participation. Offering information early on 
provides time for thoughtful consideration and discussion of 
the mother’s group as an option, and demonstrates respect 
for a woman’s right to be aware of alternatives available for 
herself and her children.    

(b) Contact to Register Child to Participate in Group

When a woman is contacted to invite her child to participate 
in the program, information about the mother’s group is again 
provided and discussed, and mothers may then also be 
registered for their own group at that time. It is hoped that 

women will have been previously 
provided with information and time 
to consider the value of participating 
in the Concurrent Model. The caller 
would explore the woman’s current 
situation in terms of participation. If 
a woman appears to immediately 
dismiss the opportunity, it may be 
of value to further explore this with 
her in more detail, employing a 
supportive and respectful approach. 
In many cases, women have 
identified that they were initially 
unenthusiastic because they were 
already dealing with many stressors 
and becoming involved in the group 
program seemed overwhelming. 
After more discussion, though, the 
women found their perceptions and 
motivation changed, and most then 
chose to be involved. 

(c) Pre-Group Meeting for 
Mothers

The pre-group meeting with 
mothers should ideally take place 
prior to the pre-group interview for 
children so group facilitators can 
tailor the children’s interviews with 
the knowledge of whether mother 
will be involved in the concurrent 
group process herself or not. The 
primary purpose of the pre-group 
meeting for mothers is to provide 
a comfortable and personalized 
introduction to group facilitators, 
to offer specific information about 
the mothers’ group, and to ensure 
that women have the opportunity 
to make a fully informed decision in 

choosing to participate or not. For 
many women, the group process 
is a new and unknown experience. 
During the pre-group meeting 
women can ask questions about 
the group and their feelings of 
ambivalence or uncertainty can be 
explored. Issues of confidentiality 
and safety are frequently points 
of discussion. Many women have 
described their anxiety about 
participating as significantly reduced 
after the pre-group meeting, and as 
a result most chose to be involved in 
the mothers’ group.

(see “Pre-Group Meeting For 
Mothers: Framework” below)   

Please see the introductory 
chapter of the Children’s manual 
for detailed information on 
setting up the groups and the 
pre-group assessment process.

PRE-GROUP MEETING FOR 
MOTHERS: FRAMEWORK

1.  Identify specific purpose of 
meeting:

 
•  To provide a personal introduction 

to group facilitators, to share 
information about the group, for 
women to have the opportunity to 
ask questions that have come up 
for them since the initial contact 
with the program.

•  Emphasize the distinct difference 
between this meeting, and the 
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•  Women whose children are subject 

to a child protection plan and at 
a PLT (public law outline) stage of 
this process.

Highlighting emotional or physical 
safety issues can be done in a 
respectful manner that does not 
undermine a woman’s own sense 
of insight and knowledge about 
her needs and personal best 
interests. It is the role of program 
coordinators and group facilitators 
to guide women in making the 
decision to take part in the group 
at a time where it would be most 
therapeutic and beneficial. In 
some cases, facilitators may make 
referrals, suggest other, more 
appropriate, resources, and support 
women in developing safety plans. 
Participation in the mothers’ group 
may be recommended at a later 
date. It is realistic to presume that 
there will be a future opportunity for 
participation in the mothers’ group, 
as many women have referred more 
than one child, not all of whom are 
necessarily taking part in group at 
the same time.

AVA have developed a pack for 
mothers who do not want to attend 
groups that they can use at home so 
that they can do some activities and 
gain some level of understanding 
about what their children are 
experiencing in their groups. Please 
contact AVA for more details.

(d) Women Choosing Not To 
Participate In The Group

As a result of ongoing contacts 
and the pre-group interview with a 
woman, it may be determined by the 
woman herself or group facilitators 
that participation in the mothers’ 
group at this time may not be ideal. 
The decision not to participate 
preferably should be guided by the 
woman. Program coordinators and 
group facilitators should not present 
themselves as the “experts,” but 
rather as supportive individuals who 
are knowledgeable about the issue 
of violence against women and the 
impact of being exposed to abuse 
on children. In this way, women’s 
credibility as the experts in their own 
lives is upheld. At the same time, 
group facilitators can acknowledge 
and identify issues or areas of 
concern based on their knowledge 
and past experiences with other 
women.  Facilitators may have 
concerns about participation in the 
mothers’ group for:  

•  women who are coping with a 
significant amount of emotional 
stress

•  women who are currently 
experiencing ongoing abuse

•  women who are presently involved 
in other groups or supportive 
interventions 

 

pre-group interview for children, including the discussion 
of principles about women making their own informed 
choice about participating in the concurrent mother’s 
group.  Reinforce the therapeutic benefits to children 
when mothers are able to participate in the program.

2. Acknowledge and validate feelings:
 
•  Acknowledge that many women feel some level of anxiety 

about beginning the group process, and may be uncertain 
or ambivalent about participating.

 
•  Provide an opportunity to discuss woman’s own 

experience and validate feelings.

3. Respond to questions:
 
•  Provide woman with an opportunity to reflect upon 

and ask questions she may now have about the group 
process, encouraging thought about both practical and 
emotional concerns.

4.  Review principles related to feelings of emotional safety 
and confidentiality:

 
•  Acknowledge the importance of feelings of safety for all 

women in group.

•  Discuss the process of building trust and engagement that 
will take place in the group, including the development of 
group guidelines and principles related to confidentiality.

5. Review group logistics:
 
•  Review group logistics as required, highlighting group 

schedule, transportation plans, and provisions available 
for childcare.
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• Diffuse loaded language

•  Help to direct people who may 
monopolise the group

•  Encourage quiet members to 
participate more

• Observe group process

• Help keep the group focused

•  Discourage the group from going 
off topic

•  Ensure that everyone participates

•  Protect members from getting 
attacked

• Point out and help to resolve 
conflicts

• Handle challenging behaviour

•  Initiate discussion when the group 
doesn’t generate ideas 

(Allen, Mehal, Palmateer & Sluser, 
1995)

iii. Challenges to Group 
facilitation

In addition to the common 
challenges of group facilitation, 
there are some that are unique to a 
particular program model. 

are accomplished by helping groups 
identify their purpose, goals, issues 
and resources both within and 
outside the group.

Effective group facilitators will:

•  Model and teach helpful group 
behaviours

•  Share their own experiences and 
resources in the service of group 
goals

•  Encourage the group to look at 
its development and find ways of 
working together

• Guide problem solving

•  Help the group maintain a positive, 
safe climate for learning and 
working together

• Keep the group moving

•  Help members stay focused on 
agreed-upon tasks

• Encourage reflection

•  Remain “group” as opposed to 
“self” oriented

•  Assist group members to honour 
rules that have been established

• Not allow people to be “cornered”

•  Find ways to give everyone a 
chance to participate

ii. the role of Group facilitators

“facilitate (fa-sil-I-tayt) verb –  
make easy or easier”
(Oxford English Dictionary, 2005)

In keeping with a core principle of the community group 
programme, facilitators for the mothers’ group are chosen 
from existing participating agencies, all of whom are involved 
and committed to anti-violence work in the community. 
Facilitators have a wide range of diverse experiences and 
expertise – all with a foundation and knowledge of violence 
against women and the impact of being exposed to abuse 
on children. It is not a requirement that mothers’ group 
facilitators have extensive group work experience although 
some previous basic group work experience is desirable. It 
is essential to have experience in direct work with abused 
women, and a demonstrated understanding of the impact 
of being exposed to abuse on children. Additionally, new 
group facilitators should be paired with experienced group 
facilitators in a mentoring role to help them understand 
group dynamics and facilitation techniques.    

The community group programme is a psycho-educational 
model. The primary role of the group facilitator is to guide 
the process of information sharing and provision of support 
to all women in the group, while remaining focused towards 
achieving the goals of the Concurrent Model, and in keeping 
with the Guiding Principles of the program. The program 
material is designed to provide mothers with knowledge 
from a child-centered perspective while simultaneously 
considering her ability to process this information both as a 
mother and a woman who has experienced abuse.  Group 
facilitators are constantly making assessments about the 
needs of individual women in the group in relation to being 
able to process and apply group information, as well as 
managing the dynamics of the group as a whole. 

A true facilitator is one who guides problem-solving, 
manages conflicts, and helps the group maintain a positive, 
safe climate for learning or working together.    These goals 
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and been affected by abuse. 
Some women have received 
extensive personal support and 
professional intervention in dealing 
with the impact of the abuse, while 
others may have chosen not to, 
or never had the opportunity to 
receive such support. All of these 
women are eligible to participate 
in the mothers’ group, and may 
respond differently to the program 
material depending on their 
experiences. Many abused women 
experience post-traumatic stress 
symptoms, which may include 
flashbacks, anxiety attacks, and 
depression. Women who continue 
to experience crisis and transition 
in their lives are often emotionally 
and physically upset by recalling 
experiences of abuse or by 
hearing other women’s stories 
in the context of the group. This 
may affect group dynamics, create 
barriers to accomplishing the goals 
of the group, and may affect other 
participant’s feelings of emotional 
well being in the group.

-  How facilitators can respond to 
this challenge:

    It is important to normalize 
women’s experiences of coping 
with trauma and stress.  When 
women experience post-traumatic 
stress symptoms such as 
flashbacks and anxiety attacks 
in the group, facilitators require 
the skills to support women in 
becoming grounded, and to 
understand these feelings and 

systems and counselling resources 
outside of the group, others are 
more isolated, and some will 
be experiencing a supportive 
therapeutic intervention for the 
very first time.  

-  How facilitators can respond to 
this challenge:

    All women will bring different 
skills and abilities to the group, 
and these differences must 
be recognized, respected and 
accommodated by the facilitator. 
The group process can be 
compromised if women perceive 
an inability to identify with one 
another based on their differences. 
Group facilitators must be skilled 
in supporting the group members 
in bridging these gaps. The group 
facilitator must use creativity and 
have highly developed assessment 
skills to ensure group material 
is delivered in a manner that is 
inclusive, relevant, and meaningful 
to all participants. This includes 
using cultural and sign language 
interpreters as needed, and 
ensuring that materials used in the 
group are adapted appropriately. If 
you are working with women who 
are deaf, you may want to contact 
deaf hope:  
http://www.deaf-hope.org/

•  EFFECTS OF ABUSE  
ON WOMEN

    All women participating in the 
mothers’ group have survived 

•  UNIQUE NATURE OF THE MODEL

    The mothers’ group Component to the community group 
programme is a unique model: it is not a violence against 
women group, nor a parenting group, but something in the 
middle, and a potentially complex balance that requires 
effective facilitation.  

-  How facilitators can respond to   this challenge:
    While these issues should not be minimized, facilitators 

do need to acknowledge the natural limitations of this 
group in addressing these areas fully.  Facilitators need to 
maintain a skillful balance in addressing both women’s own 
personal abuse issues and the child-focused concepts. 
While the Mother’s Program is designed to impart women 
with an increased understanding and knowledge about the 
impact of violence against women primarily as it relates to 
parenting her children, in the course of the group women’s 
own personal issues and independent needs naturally 
emerge. Facilitators should validate each woman’s own 
personal need for support; a child’s healing is in many ways 
contingent on his or her mother having the opportunity to 
pursue her own support and healing as well. The group 
facilitator seeks to maintain balance while validating 
women’s own personal issues, discussing the benefits to 
seeking additional intervention and resources outside of the 
group, making appropriate links and referrals, yet staying 
true to the primary goal – helping women to understand 
their children’s needs.

•  DIVERSE NEEDS OF PARTICIPANTS

    Women who have survived many different types of abuse, 
of differing ages and abilities, and with a diverse range of 
social, cultural, and religious backgrounds participate in 
the mothers’ group at the same time. Group participants 
may be at different stages of transition, may have varying 
special needs, and may have differing levels of literacy or 
not speak English as their first language. Some women 
have been in multiple abusive relationships. Some have just 
recently left their abusive situation, while others left some 
time ago.  Some women are well connected to support 
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accommodate the varying childcare 
needs and schedules of women who 
work or are attend school.  

TRANSPORTATION  

Transportation may be another 
major barrier. Even when women 
have their own vehicles, having the 
funds for the gas needed to travel 
to and from the group can pose 
a problem.  Groups should take 
place at a location that is central to 
public transportation if available, and 
facilitators may need to advocate for 
women to be provided with funding 
to help with transportation costs. 
Women’s positive and therapeutic 
experience of the group is enhanced 
when key barriers such as access to 
transportation are alleviated. In some 
communities, partner agencies may 
have a volunteer drive program that 
could be made available to women 
attending groups, or a local taxi 
company may be willing to make a 
charitable donation of taxi services 
to support the program.    

REFRESHMENTS  
DURING GROUP 

Another essential element is the 
offering of some form of snack 
or refreshment to the group 
participants. Food is a natural 
way of making connections; many 
gatherings take place with food as a 
central element. When refreshments 
are offered as they arrive, the women 
can gather informally and break 

enhance the group, and the setting 
in which the group will be taking 
place. Advocating for supports for 
women to make their attendance 
at the mothers’ groups possible 
and paying thoughtful attention 
to the setting for the group may 
be part of the facilitators’ roles. 
Since for many community social 
service agencies both space and 
resources are limited, this can be 
a challenging task.  The mothers’ 
group Component to the community 
group programme seeks to make 
the program easily accessible to all 
women.  Factors such as childcare 
and transportation frequently impact 
on women’s ability to attend groups, 
and should be a priority.  

CHILDCARE

Ideally, access to childcare is readily 
available to mothers attending 
groups. In some locations, childcare 
services are already available 
onsite. In other cases, partner 
agencies have a volunteer program 
to provide childcare arrangements 
for the duration of the group. It is 
ideal if funding can be provided to 
women to supplement childcare 
costs so they can make their own 
arrangements. The time of day 
during which groups are offered is 
also a consideration. Groups held 
during the day appear to alleviate the 
barriers related to childcare issues 
to some extent. If possible, mothers’ 
groups should be offered both 
during the day and the evening to 

symptoms as part of the impact of violence against 
women. Despite the fact that it may be difficult to be 
exposed to other women’s experiences, women often 
say that doing so has made them feel less isolated or 
alone and helped to normalize their own experiences.  
Facilitators need to be highly attuned to the experience 
of the whole group in such situations. When possible, 
it is ideal to support the woman in the group setting, 
by accessing the wisdom of the group and reducing 
feelings of isolation by integrating the experiences of other 
women. If it appears as though one woman’s experience 
is dominating the group, however, it is essential to find 
alternate ways of supporting that woman, so that other 
group members don’t feel the need to disengage or as 
though they are not gaining anything personally from the 
group.  When possible, contacts between the facilitators 
and the women experiencing difficulties between sessions 
may be of benefit, and in other cases facilitators can help 
the woman access other supports outside of the group. 
If, during the course of the mothers’ group, a particular 
woman’s own personal issues consistently take over, her 
participation may need to be re-evaluated; it may not be 
in the best interests of the woman that she continue with 
the group at that time. A careful evaluation is necessary 
before either the mother or facilitators recommend 
withdrawal from the group, and if this does occur, the 
facilitators should provide an opportunity for closure. 
For example, the woman could attend the group for one 
last session and say goodbye, or the facilitators could 
discuss the situation with the group. Ideally, the woman 
should also be helped to discuss the decision with the 
child. It should also be made possible for this woman to 
participate in a future group if she so desires, even after 
her child has completed the children’s group program.   

iV. Program supports and 
Group Milieu

A key factor in effective group facilitation relates to program 
structure – the supports and resources available to 
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both, personal preference of the 
group should be explored.  
  
Group facilitators are encouraged 
to personalize and make the group 
room a pleasant, comfortable 
and welcoming space. The use 
of lamps as opposed to overhead 
lighting, thoughtful arrangement of 
chairs, a plant or flowers moved 
into the room for the group, 
beautiful calming music playing as 
women arrive – all of these details 
help create a relaxed and positive 
setting. Women have spoken about 
the amount of thought, time, and 
effort, evident in the planning and 
preparation for group sessions, and 
how this demonstrated to them 
thoughtfulness, respect, and caring 
for the group process and the 
women involved. Women talk about 
looking forward to the pleasant and 
positive atmosphere created for 
group sessions. Even seemingly 
small personal touches are well 
noticed by the participants and 
enhance their experience. 

V. Group facilitation 
strategies

Group facilitators need to choose 
from the wide range of facilitation 
strategies and techniques those that 
best meet the goals and objectives 
of the group. In the model for weekly 
sessions of the mothers’ group 
component, a variety of evocations, 
activities, resources, and facilitation 
strategies have been integrated to 

MILIEU

The setting in which a group is 
to take place is often a multi-use 
space, but with a little creativity and 
imagination on the part of group 
facilitators, it can usually be adapted 
to be pleasant and conducive to the 
needs of the group. It is essential 
that the group room be respected 
as a private space during all group 
sessions. If privacy is an issue, group 
facilitators must make whatever 
adjustments are required to ensure 
that groups will not be interrupted 
by a knock at the door, or worse 
yet, someone walking into the room. 
Team discussion, problem solving, 
and advance planning are critical 
to ensuring women’s confidence in 
having a private and uninterrupted 
group session.    

Ideally, the women should be able to 
comfortably sit on chairs in a circle, 
or whatever formation that allows for 
all women to see one another. The 
use of a flipchart is recommended 
in all group sessions, so providing 
space for this or something similar 
is also a consideration. Some 
women prefer sitting around a table 
should one be available - it seems to 
provide a certain measure of security 
in the new and often unknown realm 
of the group setting. On the other 
hand, some women may find sitting 
at a table every week confining, and 
prefer to use it only for activities or 
exercises as needed.  In the case 
where a group has the luxury of 

down some of their feelings of isolation. The actual snack 
does not have to be elaborate or large, but the manner in 
which it is presented is important. Be sure to ask about any 
dietary limitations. Setting a table with cups, napkins, coffee, 
a selection of herbal teas, a jug of water, and cookies, 
is a wonderful welcoming way of encouraging women 
to gather together and make connections. As a result of 
group facilitators paying attention to these details, women 
have described beginning to look forward to the group as 
a special opportunity for self-care. Women have described 
the group as a special time set aside for them - something 
many had rarely, if ever, experienced before. These details 
contributed significantly to feeling welcomed, comfortable, 
and motivated to take part in the group.  

RESOURCE KITS

Facilitators for the children’s group program are provided 
with a resource “kit” – the supplies needed to facilitate 
the weekly group sessions, such as handouts, markers, 
pens, paper, stickers, play dough, puppets, stress balls, 
required videos, and relevant book resources that can 
be used in groups or as reference for group activities. 
For facilitating mothers’ goups, a similar kit of supplies is 
provided, along with an additional adult resource kit. The 
adult kit includes motivational card decks and affirmations 
cards, and a wide range of books related to women’s self 
care and personal development.  These would include 
informational books about surviving abuse, parenting self-
help books, meditations books, spiritual resource books, 
and motivational self-care guides.  Many of these resources 
include readings that are symbolic and related to group 
themes, and all are displayed in a visible and accessible 
place each week, where women are encouraged to browse 
through them, read them during break, and in some cases 
may borrow them.  Women are provided with information 
about how to use resources for self-care, and how they 
can obtain the same or similar resources is discussed. For 
example, they may be able to purchase a particular book 
at a local used bookstore, or borrow one from the public 
library. This link to information and resources is invaluable. 
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make groups meaningful, diverse, and interesting.  Group 
facilitators are encouraged to also incorporate other any 
other strategies or resources that would contribute to further 
personalizing and enhancing the group sessions to meet the 
needs of a particular group. Consideration should also be 
given to such things as:  literacy skills of participants, size of 
the group, accessibility needs (e.g. visually impaired, hearing 
impaired), and developmental level of participants.  The 
following are some examples of group facilitation strategies 
that have been effectively used in mothers’ groups:

• Thought shower discussions

• Rounds

• Flip Charting

• Role Play

• Paraphrasing

• Summarization

• Modeling

• Intervention strategies

• Games

• Group exercises

• Individual exercises

• Art activities

•  Experiential child-centered  play activities

• Large and small group discussions

•  Use of resources such as videos and printed materials
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•  Use of guest speakers from 
community resource agencies

• Relaxation techniques

Of primary importance during all 
sessions is to maintain a focus on 
the Concurrent Weekly Program 
Themes, as this is the framework 
and key objective of the program 
overall.  With this foundation, 
facilitators are encouraged to make 
ample use of their own personal 
creativity and expertise in the 
delivery of the group sessions. 
The diversity and skills of group 
facilitators bring life to the program 
and its objectives.    

    34
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Special Considerations To Facilitating
Concurrent Groups For Mothers

i. Groups for foster Parents or other 
Caregivers

In some situations where children referred to the program 
are not currently residing with their mother, foster parents 
or other caregivers have inquired about becoming involved 
in the concurrent group.  First and foremost, the concurrent 
group is for women only, and therefore foster fathers or 
other male caregivers would never be considered for 
inclusion in a mothers group.  Individual support to non-
abusive male caregivers has been offered in appropriate 
situations, and is further discussed in the later section about 
individual support to caregivers.  Quite frequently however, 
female caregivers such as grandmothers, aunts, or foster 
mothers have indicated the desire to be involved in the 
concurrent process with children they are caring for, with the 
legitimate desire to support them as they progress through 
their groups.  

In one situation this was attempted, and foster mothers 
were integrated in a group with mothers. A number of 
problems occurred in this group, as further described:  

•  Problems With Integrated Groups

    With the planning for this group, careful consideration 
was given to the possibility that lack of understanding - 
or a perceived lack of understanding - about the issue 
of violence against women on the part of foster mothers 
may lead to problematic dynamics or barriers for women 
in being able to relate to one another during group.  With 
this in mind, the pre-group meeting included preparation 
of foster mothers, with the aim to assess and enhance 
their knowledge and understanding to the extent that 
such issues could hopefully be minimized.  Additionally, 
all biological mothers were provided with the option of 
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attending another group.  It is 
interesting that during this process, 
more than half of the foster 
mothers also disclosed that they 
too had personally experienced 
violence against women in past 
relationships. 

Despite this preparation, it became 
evident early in the group process 
that the presence of the foster 
mothers in the group did not 
have a positive impact on group 
dynamics. The biological mothers 
felt that the foster mothers could 
not relate to their current situations 
or their experiences of abuse, and 
expressed that their feelings of 
comfort and safety in the group 
were reduced.  As a result, some 
biological mothers chose not to 
continue with the group process. 
It has been concluded that it is 
never conducive to the group 
process to involve other female 
caregivers – be that foster mothers 
or family members – in same 
group with biological mothers of 
children currently participating in the 
program.  

•  Specialized Groups For Foster     
Parents Or Other Caregivers

     A variety of alternatives were 
considered related to offering 
support to foster parents or other 
caregivers.  Where resources 
allow, it would be ideal if these 
individuals were provided with 
the opportunity to participate 

in their own specialized group, 
and receive concurrent support 
while children they are caring 
for participated in the program. 
In such cases, the group would 
become more of an educational 
program, and group materials 
adapted accordingly. Emphasis 
would be placed on increasing 
awareness of and understanding 
of the issue of violence against 
women, and the impact of being 
exposed to abuse on children. 
Integrating elements around 
how to best support children as 
they progress through the group 
program would continue to be 
key.  

    In order for foster parents and 
other caregivers to best support 
children who have been exposed 
to their mother’s abuse, it is 
important that they understand 
both the perspectives of abused 
women and their children. In 
almost all cases children love 
and are loyal to their families 
and primary caregivers, and are 
vigilant in picking up on judgmental 
attitudes. Gaining an accurate 
understanding of the experience 
of an abused woman is directly 
related to effectively supporting her 
children who have been exposed 
to abuse. Foster parents and other 
caregivers need to understand the 
complex dynamics of power and 
control in relationships to provide 
objective, empathetic support.  
These groups can also discuss 
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issues specifically related to foster parenting and caring 
for children who have been exposed to abuse, facilitating 
mutual support and problem solving. 

ii. rural issues – Dealing With Distance

Facilitating concurrent groups for mothers in rural areas 
may require overcoming transportation barriers, dealing 
with issues of confidentiality in small communities, and 
combating the increased isolation often experienced by 
women living in rural areas:

(a) Widespread Geographical Areas

Service agencies are often limited or unavailable in rural 
communities, and therefore finding facilitators for groups 
may be challenging. Often it is impractical or impossible 
for facilitators from larger centers to travel to those areas 
on a regular basis, or resources are limited in supporting 
them in doing so. Coordinating groups so that they 
are geographically accessible to all women is often not 
possible and funding or resources to transport women 
to group locations are often limited, or unavailable.  In 
planning programs for the rural community, coordinators 
are encouraged to continue following the guiding principles 
as described in the children’s program model to the 
community group programme for children exposed to 
violence against women.  Whereas these guidelines will 
offer a framework for program delivery, creativity and 
flexibility will be needed to address barriers as identified. 
Some ideas include: 

-  More than one person can mean a group 
opportunity

    In most cases, a group with 8-10 women participating 
is ideal.  Where distance is an issue and referrals are 
widespread, a smaller group of women is appropriate. 

- Adapt The Group Format
    This may mean holding groups on a bi-weekly basis, or 

in the form of a weekend retreat.  Different communities 
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working in social service 
agencies in rural communities 
have organized at an informal or 
grass roots level. Organizing and 
developing a system for these 
agencies to collaborate decreases 
isolation for abused women and 
their children. This in turn creates 
opportunities for working together 
towards overcoming the barriers 
to providing services – such as the 
community group programme- to 
children and their mothers in rural 
and distant areas.  

(b) Issues Of Confidentiality

Issues of confidentiality are even 
more significant in rural settings, 
which are often comprised of 
small communities.  All people 
seem somehow connected in a 
small community, and it is difficult 
to maintain a sense of privacy.  A 
woman’s choice to participate in 
a mothers’ group may be affected 
by this. Women may be concerned 
that another woman in the group 
will know her, that she will be seen 
going to the group, that it will be 
uncomfortable to share information 
with the child’s teacher, or that the 
group facilitator will be a member 
of her community.  All these 
concerns need to be identified and 
discussed from the initial contact 
with mothers. Facilitators need to 
ask about specific concerns about 
confidentiality, and to establish and 
maintain women’s confidence that 
privacy and confidentiality are core 

facing this challenge have explored 
many creative means of delivering 
the program.  Keeping the guiding 
principles in mind is essential – 
and creativity is key!

- Connect with existing services
    Establishing positive relationships 

and partnerships with existing 
services may be the most effective 
means of overcoming barriers 
to women attending mothers’ 
groups.  Existing services may 
have programs in place whereby 
women can gain access to groups 
through existing transportation 
services provided or funding 
available.  In one community a 
bus transported people from a 
small community to and from 
the hospital in a larger centre on 
a regular weekly basis.  Group 
program coordinators scheduled 
a group so that several women 
could travel to and from the group 
in this manner.   
 
Work towards community 
collaboration.  In many urban and 
some rural communities, anti-
violence agencies have organized 
and developed connections in 
the form of collaborative models 
and formalized strategies towards 
addressing the issue of violence 
against women and its impact 
on children at a community 
based level.  In the absence of 
such movement, simply working 
towards community collaboration 
is invaluable. Many individuals 
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elements of the program. Group facilitators proactively 
address and facilitate problem solving of confidentiality 
issues prior to and throughout the course of the group 
program. 

(c) Issues Of Isolation

In addition to the factors that contribute to the isolation of 
abused women in general, barriers associated with distance 
often further isolate many women in rural or widespread 
communities. Many women identify having not had any 
previous opportunities to be connected to supportive 
services.  Some of these women have stayed in an abused 
women’s shelter, but only for a brief period of time during 
which they were in crisis upon leaving an abusive situation.  
After leaving the shelter, geographical barriers continued 
to limit access to and awareness of community resources. 
Lack of personal or public transportation was a significant 
barrier.  The invitation to participate in the mothers’ group 
may be the first opportunity for many women to receive 
personal support, and many women initially demonstrate 
feelings of anxiety, ambivalence, and fear due to this lack 
of familiarity.  As a result, ample time should be devoted to 
the initial stages of contact with women for the purposes of 
information sharing and trust building.  

iii. Providing individual support

In a few situations, group support may be inappropriate 
or unavailable for a mother, foster parent, or caregiver of a 
child who is becoming involved in the group program. After 
careful assessment, the provision of individual support in 
unusual circumstances may be appropriate.

Example 1 – Individual Support to a Foster Mother

In one case, a child who was referred to the program was 
living in a foster home.  A temporary care agreement with 
the local child welfare agency was in place, and the plan 
included working towards the child returning home to 
live with her mother. The child’s mother was aware of the 
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was experiencing abuse, and her 
children had been exposed to 
this abuse while staying with her 
and her new partner. The local 
child welfare agency had become 
involved, and the child was now 
living with her father on a full time 
basis.  The child had sporadic 
contact with her mother, who was 
experiencing a difficult transition 
as she attempted to leave the 
abusive relationship. At the time of 
referral, the mother was not directly 
involved. The child’s father asked, 
as the primary caregiver, if he could 
attend the concurrent component 
of the group program so he could 
provide support to his child as 
she progressed through the group 
sessions. After a careful assessment 
and collaboration with the child 
welfare agency, it was determined 
that this father was not abusive, and 
that he was legitimately focused on 
the best interests of his child. As 
programs for male caregivers are 
not offered, telephone contact was 
made with this father on a weekly 
basis, and he was provided with 
an overview of the weekly group 
principles, content, and format.  
Through this forum this father was 
provided the opportunity to discuss 
his perceptions of how his child was 
progressing in the groups and his 
concerns about specific behaviours. 
An emphasis was placed on helping 
this father understand the issue 
of violence against women, and 
it was consistently emphasized 
that demonstrating respect, 

referral, and contacted the program 
asking to be involved in the mothers’ 
group to be prepared to support 
her child.  Although the child was in 
foster care, this plan was supported 
as a positive measure that fit the 
goals of the plan of care. At the 
same time, the foster mother also 
requested that she too become 
involved in the mothers’ group; 
however, a group for foster parents 
or other caregivers was not available 
at that time.  As a result, a plan was 
developed to maintain individual 
contact with this foster mother on a 
weekly basis throughout the course 
of the group program. Contacts 
were made both in person and over 
the phone, and the format for the 
group program was followed, being 
adapted for individual support. This 
plan proved to be most effective, 
as the child had both her mother – 
with whom she maintained regular 
access visits – and her foster mother 
both fully aware and informed about 
the group program content and 
process. 

Example 2 – Individual Support to 
a Non-Abusive Father / Primary 
Caregiver

Another child referred to the group 
program was living with her father. 
The child’s biological parents had 
separated in the past, with no 
issues of abuse, and they shared 
joint custody of the children. The 
child’s mother had become involved 
in a new relationship in which she 



understanding, and support 
for his ex-partner was essential to the healing process for 
his child.  

Example 3 – Individual Support to a Mother

Another mother who was interested in participating in the 
mother’s group was unable due to recent surgery that 
required her to stay in the home for a lengthy period of time.  
Regular contact was made with this mother on a weekly 
basis, primarily over the telephone.  Again, the weekly 
principles, content, and format for groups were reviewed 
and discussed with each contact.  Most importantly, 
an emphasis was placed on supporting this woman in 
understanding her own experience combined with that of 
her child as a means of relating to her and providing support 
in healing from the impact of being exposed to abuse.

Conclusion:

Providing concurrent support to mothers or caregivers 
is most effective in the group setting. The most powerful 
messages implicit in the group program content are directly 
related to the experience of decreasing isolation and making 
connections with others in similar situations.  Only in highly 
unusual circumstances – generally those where participating 
in the group process is not an option – should individual 
support be considered.
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seCtion 5

Rationale:
To alleviate anxiety and decrease women’s feelings of 
isolation by providing an overall introduction to both 
the group program and to one another.   

Key Considerations:

Once women have made the important decision to 
participate in the mothers’ program, the first group 
session officially sets the stage for the weeks to come. 
Ambivalence, anxiety, and fear are natural emotions that 
women may bring with them, despite the overall feeling 
that their participation will ultimately enhance their child’s 
experience. The outcome of the first group session will 
affect women’s immediate feelings of trust, safety, and 
comfort, and their perceptions will influence whether they 
choose to continue being involved with the group or not.  
For these reasons, it is imperative to plan, structure, and 
facilitate the first group session to take into consideration 
the emotional and practical context of the group, and to 
leave the women with a clear feeling that they personally 
have something to gain by participating. 

Mutual respect and confidentiality need to be clearly 
established as fundamental to the program and to all those 
participating. Guidelines that will foster an atmosphere 
based on these principles need to be created by group 
members with the support of group facilitators, in a manner 
that feels inclusive and supportive.  At the same time, 
the primary goals for the group need to be clearly stated, 
and group facilitators should make a solid commitment to 
guiding the group process to integrate the overall needs of 
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the group as well as the individual 
needs of all group participants.  

The ideal outcome of the first group 
session is that the women feel safety 
and trust in the group setting and 
are confident that these feelings will 
be nurtured throughout all sessions. 
Additionally, women should be left 
with the confidence that they will 
have the opportunity to gain both 
personally and practically from the 
group, while developing valuable 
insight and strategies towards 
helping their children at the same 
time.

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES  

•  Begin to decrease women’s 
sense of isolation as they make 
connections with one another.

•  To support women in beginning 
to think about their own personal 
support networks and the links 
available to them in the community.  

•  Group participants become familiar 
with one another and with group 
facilitators, and are introduced 
to the session contents and 
principles.  

•  To establish a foundation of safety, 
comfort, trust, and confidentiality in 
the group setting.  

•  To identify and discuss women’s 
hopes and expectations for the 
group.

•  To emphasize the key goal 
of the mothers’ group as the 
enhancement of women’s 
knowledge and understanding 
of how to best parent children 
as they move through the group 
process, and in healing from the 
impact of being exposed to their 
mothers’ abuse.  

•  To identify the primary purpose of 
the group as being to enhance the 
group experience for children while 
emphasizing that by exploring 
the needs of children through 
information sharing, mutual 
support, and connecting with 
other women, the mothers’ group 
becomes a therapeutic intervention 
in itself. 

WELCOME

•  Set up the group room to be 
welcoming and conducive to trust 
building. Comfortable seating 
arranged in a circle usually works 
well.  

•  Have an overview of the planned 
agenda, written in plain language, 
displayed in a central location, so 
women have the opportunity to 
feel prepared and informed about 
the group ahead.

MAKING CONN
MAKING  
CONNECTIONS
MAKING CONNECTIONS
session 1

MAKING CONNECTIONS
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•  Whenever possible, providing a light snack or refreshment 

is also an effective way to help women to feel more 
relaxed as they gather and meet one another informally 
upon arriving. Coffee, tea, cold beverages, and cookies 
may be good options, but be aware of any dietary 
restrictions. As women arrive, encourage them to help 
themselves to refreshments and sit where they feel most 
comfortable.

•  If a table is available, this can be useful for doing some of 
the activities, displaying books or materials, or setting out 
refreshments.  

•  Have nametags available for women upon arrival, as 
being able to identify one another without concern of 
forgetting names also promotes a sense of comfort 
and security in the early stages of getting to know one 
another.   

•  Have on hand the necessary materials for the group 
activities and exercises planned. As women arrive, 
point out the paper, craft, and other group supplies and 
resources that are available.  Emphasize the child-centred 
focus of the mothers’ groups by explaining how in many 
weekly sessions women will be encouraged to “think 
through the eyes of children”, by engaging in activities 
that involve cutting, pasting, or using craft supplies, 
similar to what their children will be doing in their own 
groups.  

•  Have strips of paper available in 2 colours.  As women 
arrive, ask them to begin thinking about their goals, 
for themselves and their children. Specify a colour for 
mothers, and one for children. Ask women to begin 
recording their goals on the strips of paper as they think 
of them.

•  Explain the “Power Of Connections” exercise to the 
women as they settle in, and have them cut out their own 
“Paper People.” Encourage women who have already 
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exercise is to promote a shift from 
feeling isolated to recognizing the 
existing supports and connections 
available to women in their lives. 
Many women feel they are 
completely alone and do not have 
a support network, but in thinking 
about who they may connect with 
even in small ways outside of the 
group, they may begin to feel less 
isolated.  

a)  Once women have determined 
who they bring with them “in 
spirit” to the group, ask them to 
create a chain of “paper people” 
corresponding with the number of 
people they have identified.  For 
example, if a woman shares that 
she brings her 2 children and her 
best friend with her “in spirit” to 
the group, then she should create 
a paper chain that consists of 
herself, plus these 3 others -  
4 paper people in total.  

b)  To create the paper chain, simply 
fold a piece of paper back and 
forth “accordion style”, the same 
amount of times as the number 
of people needed.  Keeping the 
paper folded, have women draw 
a figure on the folded-up piece of 
paper making sure to have part of 
the figure touching the edge fold.  
The figure is meant to be symbolic 
and can be as simple or as artistic 
as women so choose.  Emphasize 
that the symbolic intention of the 
exercise is more important than 
the final product.    

received the instructions to share 
them with other women as they 
arrive, thus promoting informal 
discussion and the beginning 
of personal connections among 
group members.  

Exercise #1:
“THE POWER OF CONNECTIONS” 

The exercise is used as the 
symbolic closure to this, the first 
group session – as well as at the 
final conclusion of the whole group 
program overall, in Week 12.

PART ONE – AT THE BEGINNING 
OF GROUP:

As women arrive, have a variety 
of colored and patterned paper 
available to them, along with pencils, 
scissors, markers, and scotch tape.  
In the spirit of “thinking like a child”, 
ask women to engage in an exercise 
which is characterized by it’s craft-
like nature: To begin, ask the women 
to think symbolically, and to reflect 
upon who they bring with them “in 
spirit” to the group process.  Literally, 
women come to the group alone. 
However, most women come to the 
group with others in mind – most 
often their children – but often others 
as well.  Encourage women to think 
not only of their children, but also of 
other adults with whom they share 
positive, non-abusive relationships. 
One such person could be a 
woman’s sister, friend, co-worker, or 
her child’s teacher. The point of this 
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c)  When cutting out the figure, make sure that the parts 

touching the folds are not cut, so that the “Paper People” 
will be joined together when the paper is unfolded. If 
women have difficulty, encourage them to try again or 
to tape the people together if they choose. The purpose 
of this exercise is not to increase anxiety, but to invite 
lightness, fun, and cohesion to the group.

d)  Once all “Paper People” are cut out, women may then 
use pencils or markers to personalize their chain of “Paper 
People” if they so choose. The activity is continued at the 
conclusion of this session.  

INTRODUCTION FOR THE FIRST GROUP

For the first group session, providing an introduction in the 
following areas is important and provides a warm up to the 
group itself.  In the weeks to come, check in is the formal 
beginning of the group, and provides the introduction to the 
overall theme of the group. 

1. HOUSEKEEPING:

     Provide information about the facility, location of 
washrooms, etc. You may need to review details about 
child care and transportation arrangements.  

2.  FACILITATORS’ INTRODUCTION:

     Next, facilitators introduce themselves. It is helpful for 
women to hear information about facilitators’ background 
experience and knowledge of the issue of violence against 
women, particularly as it relates to the impact of being 
exposed to abuse on children. It is important to convey 
equality amongst facilitators while acknowledging the 
value of diversity at the same time, especially in situations 
where one facilitator may take a lead role. Explain that 
although facilitators’ roles and level of participation may 
vary during group sessions, all have an equal commitment 
to the group process.  
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principles for the group. This will 
help in particular those women 
who may be feeling ambivalent 
about attending the group. 
Explain that the mothers’ groups 
are not traditional parenting 
groups or survivors groups, but 
something uniquely in between. 
The focus of all groups is the 
needs of children, however in the 
process; women’s own issues 
are explored and addressed 
accordingly.  Ultimately, the 
mothers’ group for many women 
can become a therapeutic 
intervention in itself. 

6. WEEKLY SESSIONS 
OVERVIEW:

     Provide an overview of all weekly 
group sessions for children and 
for mothers. Explain that the 
groups follow a thematic nature 
from week to week, with mothers’ 
groups reflecting the topics 
presented in children’s groups. 
Having the overview on a flipchart 
or in the form of a handout 
provides an effective visual for 
the group. Allow opportunities 
for general questions about the 
topics and explain that group 
content is organized so that 
knowledge and understanding 
builds from one week to the next.

3.  GROUP MEMBERS’ 
INTRODUCTION:

     Group members have the 
opportunity to briefly introduce 
themselves by name, and by 
sharing with the group their 
“Paper People.”  Later in the 
group, women will have an 
opportunity to further introduce 
themselves during the activity 
“Getting To Know You.”

4. GROUP LOGISTICS:

     Provide a brief overview of 
group logistics. Discuss how the 
mothers’ groups will unfold in 
the weeks to come, and identify 
when children’s groups begin 
and how they flow in relation to 
the mothers’ groups. Provide 
a description of the structure 
and format for weekly groups, 
and the standard framework for 
group sessions including: check 
in, theme, discussion, activities, 
exercises, and check out.  

5. FOCUS ON CHILDREN:

     Many women choose to attend 
the mothers’ groups specifically 
to enhance their children’s group 
experiences.  Women who are not 
ready to attend other groups, or 
who feel they have received all the 
personal support they now need 
may be uncertain about attending 
the group if the goals are unclear. 
Be sure to reiterate the primary 
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THEME OF THE WEEK:
Making Connections

EXERCISE #1  
“RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES FOR OUR GROUP”

The purpose of this exercise is to help the women establish 
group guidelines to support safety, comfort, trust, and 
confidentiality.  The parallel exercise for children in their 
group would be the development of group guidelines.    

1)  Introduce the concept of developing group guidelines. 
Invite the women to think about the best possible 
outcome of the group, taking into consideration each 
woman’s individual needs and expectations. Ask women 
what they feel the rights and responsibilities of each group 
member should be, to ensure a beneficial experience for 
each member. 

2)  Discuss what group participants need to feel comfortable 
and safe.  Key questions to elicit this discussion could 
include:  “How can group members behave and 
participate in a way that would be most helpful towards 
women’s greatest feelings of comfort and safety in the 
group setting?”

3)  Record women’s responses verbatim on a flipchart. Using 
their words increases connection and commitment to 
the group process.  Remember to post the list of Group 
Rights and Responsibilities each week in a visible place.  

EXERCISE #2 
“GETTING TO KNOW YOU” 

The purpose of this exercise is for the women to share 
information, become more familiar with each other, and 
engage in an activity their children will experience in their 
own groups.  This exercise is simple, yet very important in 
the beginning stages of decreasing isolation, trust building, 
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using the ideas generated. 

Using an  icebreaker ball for group 
participants to throw and answer 
one of the Who am I? questions is 
another lighthearted option for this 
exercise.    

EXERCISE #3 
“WHY ARE WE HERE?”

The purpose of this exercise is 
to discuss the reasons women 
have chosen to participate in the 
mothers’ group. Remind the group 
how children benefit when mothers 
participate in the group process, 
highlighting how mothers are already 
helping their children by choosing 
to participate in this group.   Follow 
up with the exercise and discussion, 
to encourage connections and links 
between women in relation to their 
shared goals.

1)  On a flipchart record the main 
heading:  “Why am I here - 
What Do I Hope To Achieve 
By Attending This Group?”  
Underneath divide and label into 
2 different columns – “Goals 
For Myself” & “Goals For My 
Children.”  

2)  Some or all of the women will 
have listed goals on the coloured 
strips of paper given out at the 
beginning. Incorporate these 
goals as you record additional 
responses in the appropriate 
columns.  While doing so, point 

and setting the stage for the weeks 
to come.  Women need to feel safe 
and comfortable in sharing what 
they feel is appropriate. 

1)  Brainstorm with the women 
about what they would like to 
know about one another. Remind 
women that similar activities will 
take place with their children 
in their groups.  Examples of 
what women may want to learn 
about one another might include 
anything from:  the number and 
ages of children each person 
has, to the length of time since 
women left their abusive situation. 
Support women in identifying 
whatever feels important to them 
in getting to know one another, 
and reiterate group guidelines 
related to women sharing at their 
own pace, and guidelines around 
confidentiality.

2)  It is also important to promote 
lightness and humour. You can 
do this by encouraging women 
to include contributions similar 
to those the children might use 
in their “Getting to Know You” 
activity, such as:  “how old are 
you?” “do you have pets?”, or  
“what is your nickname and why?”     

3)  The women could be divided 
into groups of two and asked 
to interview each other then 
introduce the other person to 
the larger group, or each woman 
could simply introduce herself 
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out common themes between the women’s goals and 
the goals of the program overall. Help the mothers 
understand that the child-centred concepts are the 
central theme. 

3)  Try to reframe each woman’s goals so that they become 
achievable in some form, unless they appear to be 
absolutely outside of the parameters of the group. 
Explain that elements of each woman’s personal 
issues will be acknowledged as they emerge, but that 
facilitators also need to maintain the momentum of the 
group and cover the program material.  Identify that 
group facilitators will provide referrals for additional 
support to other community resources as relevant 
to women’s needs identified.  Emphasize that while 
maintaining a commitment to supporting each group 
member as an individual, at the same facilitators must 
stay true to the overall purpose and direction of the 
group as a whole,

4)  Provide the group with a list of the names and themes 
for the upcoming weekly group sessions, so the women 
know what to expect.

CHILDREN’S GROUP REVIEW 
Facilitators must be fully informed about the content 
of the children’s group for this week, and variations 
to be used with preschoolers and adolescents.

•  The concurrent themes for the children’s weekly group 
session are reviewed, and the facilitator may share 
examples of the exercises and resources used with 
children of different ages, depending on the ages of the 
children of the women in the group.  

•  Offer ideas to help mothers connect with their children 
and discuss the group experience and how to best 
support their children between group sessions.  A 
suggestion relevant to this session would be:

 -  The mother could tell the child about the 
guidelines created for the mothers’ group and 
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exercise involving women joining 
all of their paper people together 
in one large connected circle . . .  
  
AT THE CONCLUSION 
OF GROUP:

Invite each woman to share her 
chain of “Paper People” and explain 
who each figure represents. The 
facilitator can point out that despite 
coming to the group alone, each 
woman is connected to those other 
people included in her chain, and 
that these individuals make up a part 
of her personal support network. 
As each woman talks about her 
personal connections in her chain, 
have her then connect her chain to 
that of the woman next to her.  The 
message is – you are not alone.  
Not only do women have the 
connections that they have identified 
outside of the group, now each 
woman is connected to the all of the 
other women in the group, and to all 
of the wisdom and support implicit in 
these connections.  Once the entire 
group has connected their paper 
people, the result will be a large 
circle of figures. This serves as a 
powerful visual image of how women 
who individually feel isolated and 
alone can join together and become 
a supportive network.    

• CLOSING READING

    Facilitate closure to the group for 
today.  Possibly utilize a relevant 
reading reflecting the themes for 

ask about guidelines 
created for the children’s 
group. She could let 
her child know that she 
understands the rules of 
confidentiality and will not 
ask about other children in 
the group, but would like 
to hear about what he or 
she did in the group

•  The children’s group material 
integrated into all 12 weekly 
sessions features activities and 
exercises used with primary 
school-aged children, as these 
are commonly relevant to the 
concepts being discussed.  
Group facilitators are encouraged 
throughout the duration of the 
program to be aware of the 
predominant ages of the children 
of mothers participating in their 
particular group, so preschool or 
adolescent activities, exercises, 
and resources could also be 
discussed as desired.

•  Mothers are provided with copies 
of handouts from children’s group 
sessions.

CLOSURE

•  EXERCISE - “THE POWER OF 
CONNECTIONS” 

– Part Two
At this point, the group is 
concluded with a symbolic visual 
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this group from a resource book or affirmations cards.  
Identify how in the weeks to come, the regular closure 
exercise will include an opportunity for women to “check 
out” and share their feelings about their experience of 
the group session.  If time allows and if women appear 
comfortable enough to do so at this point, check out may 
be used as part of closure for this session.  

• ADDITIONAL NOTES:

    Providing Journals:
    If resources allow, providing women with journals in the 

first session has proven to be both useful and enjoyable. 
The journals can be of any form, from paper stapled 
together like books with a cardboard cover to notebooks 
or inexpensive hardbound books such as are available 
in many stores. Keeping possible literacy issues in mind 
don’t suggest that they can only be used for writing in – 
let the women decide how to use their journals. Women 
have chosen to use them for doodling, as a place for 
pasting symbolic pictures or making collages, or for jotting 
down thoughts and ideas.    

Community Resource List:

Introduce the plan to record and discuss relevant 
community resources throughout all group sessions. Have a 
prepared blank flipchart set up for the first group session.
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of women’s connections to one 
another.    

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

•  To provide a theoretical 
understanding and definition of 
violence against women. 

•  To support women to think about 
their own experiences of abuse, 
and the impact of abuse in their 
lives today.  

•  To provide an opportunity for 
group participants to speak 
out and “break the silence” by 
naming instances and examples 
of violence against women from a 
theoretical or personal perspective.

•  To clarify that women have the 
right to talk about their experiences 
of abuse if they choose and 
that they are not responsible 
for protecting other adults by 
remaining silent.

Rationale:
To reduce feelings of isolation 
and aloneness by providing 
the opportunity for women to 
speak out and share stories and 
experiences of abuse, both as 
women who have been abused, 
and as mothers parenting 
children who were exposed to it.

Key Considerations:

Creating an atmosphere where 
women feel safe and comfortable 
helps women discuss their 
experiences of abuse, but it is 
crucial that the women understand 
that it is their choice to participate in 
this discussion or not. The facilitator 
should convey the purpose and 
benefit to women of speaking out 
and naming their experiences of 
abuse, and being heard by other 
women in a safe and supportive 
environment thus “breaking the 
silence.”  Emphasize the importance 
of the presence of the women as 
witnesses to those who choose to 
speak out and highlight the power 

session 2

“BREAKING THE SILENCE”
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•  To recognize how maintaining silence about women’s 

experiences can create barriers to healing, and to 
emphasize how “breaking the silence” can be a validating 
experience that promotes healing.

•  To help mothers see that when their children observe them 
speaking out about abuse, the children feel increased 
comfort and safety in talking about their own experience of 
being exposed to abuse. In this way, mother support their 
children in healing and resolving their traumas.  

WELCOME

•  Create a personalized welcoming environment by ensuring 
that the women’s “Paper People” are displayed in a 
prominent spot upon arrival each week.  

•  Ensure that the Community Resource List is also 
on display, and has been updated accordingly with 
addresses, phone numbers, and other details about 
resources discussed and added the previous week.

•  Have women’s and children’s resource books and 
materials arranged invitingly. 

•  As women arrive, encourage them to get settled and help 
themselves to refreshments.

•  The use of nametags for the first few weeks is helpful 
in alleviating anxiety about remembering names, and 
promotes a more personal feeling in women always being 
able to address one another by name.

INTRODUCTION

•  Provide a brief review of group logistics as discussed last 
week. Remind women about the timeframe of children’s 
groups and how they flow in relation to the mothers’ 
groups.  

seCtion 5    56

EXERCISE #1
WHAT IS violence against 
women?

MATERIALS NEEDED: 

4 BLANK FLIPCHARTS, 
COLOURED MARKERS
The goal of this exercise is simple: 
women have the opportunity to 
speak out about violence against 
women in whatever way is safe and 
comfortable for them, and that they 
do this using an exercise that is 
similar to the one their children will 
complete.  

1.  Begin the exercise by asking: 
“what exactly do we mean by 
“violence against women” – what 
is it?” and “when we think about 
women experiencing abuse and 
what that means, how could we 
describe it?”

•  This helps women reflect on 
violence against women in a broad 
context which is more objective 
and not necessarily focused on the 
women’s personal experiences. 

2.    Have four flipcharts or large 
sheets of paper at the front 
of the room, and at the top of 
the first one, put the heading:  
“violence againsT 
women is . . .” As women begin 
to respond, record accordingly.

•  Provide a brief description of the 
theme for this session, and review 
the planned agenda which has 
been written out in plain language 
and displayed in a central location.

•  Revisit the “Rights and 
Responsibilities” which were 
developed last week.  Establish 
that women are still comfortable 
with the guidelines, and make any 
revisions or additions as needed.

CHECK-IN

•  Remind the group that check-in 
is intended to be brief and time-
limited, and will often reflect the 
theme of the day’s group session.

•  Check–In Theme:  “Feelings 
About Beginning Group  . . .”

Introduce the check in theme by 
identifying that for both women and 
children, it is natural to have a whole 
range of feelings with the beginning 
of the group process.  Have women 
check in by responding to the 
following prompt:  

“How I myself felt after group last 
week, and how I think my child is 
feeling . . .”

THEME OF THE WEEK 

“Breaking the Silence” – 
Defining the Experience of Violence 
against women
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“VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN IS…”

• Dangerous and traumatizing

• A living nightmare

• Something women are often blamed for

• Feeling helpless and worthless

• Never knowing what to expect

• Taking a woman’s power away

• Confusing and exhausting to deal with

• Putting women and children at risk

• When my boyfriend shoved me against the wall

• My husband giving me a black eye

• Feeling constantly on guard

3.  As the exercise progresses, the facilitator can lead the 
discussion to elicit more specific examples of violence 
against women by asking questions based on women’s 
previous responses:

“So  . . . if violence against women is about taking a 
woman’s power away, and leads to feelings of helplessness, 
what exactly would an abuser do – what strategies would he 
use - to achieve this?” 

This approach typically leads to women gradually providing 
more specific examples, often based on personal 
experiences.  As one woman gains the courage to share her 
experiences, other women may choose to do the same.
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flipcharts. When the women 
respond with comments about 
different categories of abuse, you 
can add the headings at the top 
of each page. Tell the women that 
their children will be participating 
in a similar exercise in their own 
groups.

6.  From this point the exercise 
could take whatever direction fits 
for the group. A comprehensive 
discussion about categories of 
abuse may evolve, or women may 
begin telling their own stories and 
experiences of abuse.

4.  As women begin to respond 
with these concrete examples 
of violence against women, 
the facilitator should begin to 
record them accordingly on the 3 
additional flipcharts. Examples of 
physical abuse should be added 
to the first flipchart, emotional 
abuse to the second flipchart, and 
sexual abuse to the third flipchart. 
This is similar to the exercise done 
in the children’s group.

5.  When it feels appropriate, ask 
why they think their examples are 
being recorded on the different 

Examples of Possible responses in this session:

PHYSYCAL ABUSE
“Outside Hurting”

EMOTIONAL ABUSE
“Inside Hurting”

SEXUAL ABUSE
“Outside and Inside 

Hurting”

•  Pushing me against 
the wall

• Hitting me
• Slapping in the face
•  Shoving me to  

the bedroom
•  Burning me with  

his cigarette
• Hair pulling
•  Forcing me to stay in 

the house
• Punching
• Grabbing
• Twisting my arm

•  Saying that I am a 
bad mother

• Warning looks
•  Saying that the abuse 

is my fault
•  Playing mind games
•  Having affairs with 

other women
•  Forcing me to stay up 

all night arguing his 
point

•  Threatening to hurt 
himself if I leave

•  Being blamed for  
bringing dishonour  
to your family 

•  Forcing me to  
have sex

•  filming sexual acts 
while we are  
having sex

•  Waking me up to 
have sex whenever he 
wants

•  Touching me in public 
in sexual ways that 
make me  
embarrassed

•  Pressuring me to 
have sex with other 
men

•  Female Genital  
Mutilation (FGM)

• Forced marriage
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7.  Use the examples recorded to support the group in 

developing a definition of violence against women and 
record it on the bottom of the first piece of paper. Offer a 
handout with a theoretical definition as well. 

Offer a hand-out with the following official definition of 
domestic violence: Any incident or pattern of incidents of 
controlling, coercive or threatening behaviour,  violence or 
abuse between those aged 16 or over who are or have 
been intimate partners or family members regardless of 
gender or sexuality. This can encompass but is not limited 
to the following types of abuse:

•  Psychological, physical , sexual, financial and emotional

Emphasize the value and importance of “breaking the 
silence” for both women who have been abused, and their 
children who have been exposed to the abuse, and how 
being heard, believed, and supported, is one of the first and 
most important steps towards resolution of trauma and in 
the healing process . . .
 

IN CLOSING THE EXERCISE, CALL ATTENTION 
TO THE “PAPER PEOPLE” THAT WOMEN CRAFTED 

LAST WEEK…

HIGHLIGHT THE MANY CONNECTIONS IMPLICIT 
IN THEIR GROUP, AND EMPHASIZE THE BENEFITS 
OF BEING CONNECTED TO OTHER WOMEN AS A 

SUPPORT NETWORK…

“YOU ARE NOT ALONE!”
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opportunity to choose affirmations 
cards.  

•  Check Out – Provide women with 
the opportunity to check out.  Ask 
them to talk about how they are 
feeling as the session concludes. 
Discuss self-care strategies for 
the week ahead, mentioning 
community resources and 
supports available to the women.

 

CHILDREN’S GROUP REVIEW 

Facilitators must be fully 
informed about the content of 
the children’s group for this 
week, and variations utilized with 
preschoolers and adolescents.

•  The concurrent themes for the 
children’s weekly group session are 
reviewed, and the facilitator may 
share examples of the exercises 
and resources used with children 
of different ages, depending on the 
ages of the children of the women 
in the group.  

•  Ideas about age appropriate ways 
for mothers to connect with and 
engage their children in discussion 
about the outcome of their group, 
and how to best support children 
after and between their group 
sessions are highlighted.   

•  Mothers are provided with copies 
of handouts from children’s group 
sessions.

CLOSURE

•  Facilitate closure to group for 
today.  Consider creating a 
symbolic closure for weekly 
groups. In some groups, a candle 
is lighted at the beginning, and 
extinguished at the closure of each 
group.  Other ideas might include 
closing with a theme-related 
reading from a resource book, 
or providing the women with the 



EXPERIENCES

THE IMPORTANCE OF HONOURINGOUR MANYFEELINGS

HONOURING OUR MANY
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Rationale:

To emphasize the importance of identifying and validating 
the wide range of mixed feelings that women and children 
experience during the ongoing process of healing from the 
impact of living in an abusive relationship.  

Key Considerations:

The experience of mixed and conflicting feelings 
significantly affects both mothers and children.  Feelings 
about the abuse they experienced in their relationships 
are vast and different for every woman. Children’s feelings 
about witnessing and being exposed to this abuse vary just 
as much. Some women have been contemplating leaving 
their relationship for a long time, and the decision to leave is 
a final and clear ending. Other women have left many times, 
but continue to return to the relationship, hoping the abuse 
will stop. Some women flee at the risk of their lives, and 
are living in fear and worry about being found. Whatever 
the circumstances, a woman’s choice to leave an abusive 
relationship is highly emotional, and children are a part of 
this experience every step of the way.  

At the point of leaving abusive relationships many women 
expect that since they have moved beyond the abuse, 
difficult feelings should swiftly change to more positive 
ones. They want their children to do the same.  The reality, 
however, is that leaving an abusive situation is a major 
transition, bringing various emotions, often conflicting. 
Women need to understand how people experience 
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GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

•  Support women as mothers 
in identifying the wide range 
of feelings they may have as a 
result of the experience of abuse, 
and in the process of making 
the transition from an abusive 
relationship.

•  Explain the importance of 
understanding and honouring all 
feelings, including the most difficult 
ones, as a critical part of the 
healing process.

•  Support women as mothers in 
understanding the wide range 
of feelings experienced by their 
children related to their experience 
of being exposed to abuse, and 
in the transition from the abusive 
relationship.

•  Reinforce the importance of 
women being able to identify, 
accept, and understand feelings 
about their children being exposed 
to abuse.  Many women identify 
this as one of the most difficult 
tasks, and a major barrier to 
healing if avoided.

•  Identify feelings as an empowering 
self-awareness tool.

•  Explain that the mother’s guidance 
and example helps her children 
to experience and express their 
feelings. 

feelings and move through the 
healing process at their own 
pace.  For some, recognizing and 
understanding the feelings that result 
from surviving an abusive situation 
may take years.  For others, it 
may be a matter of months. Every 
person’s experience is unique and 
valid.    

Women need to talk about and be 
validated in their emotions, and 
know how to support their children 
in sharing their feelings as well. 
Women also need to be supported 
as they begin the often difficult 
task as mothers, of examining 
their feelings about their children’s 
exposure to abuse and the impact 
this has had on them.  Honouring 
and accepting all feelings – their 
own, their children’s, the joyful 
ones and the painful ones – is an 
essential part of the healing process. 
Repressing or ignoring feelings can 
create a barrier to healing.  Women 
who model keeping their feelings 
to themselves or denying their 
feelings are potentially teaching 
their children to do the same. The 
diversity of women’s feelings should 
be honoured and celebrated as a 
powerful opportunity for enhanced 
self-awareness.  Mothers should 
be encouraged to look beyond 
the surface of their own and their 
children’s feelings, to the underlying 
messages they convey.   

session 3

“THE IMPORTANCE OF HONOURING
OUR MANY FEELINGS …”
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WELCOME

•  As women begin to arrive, have “animal emotions cards” 
spread out on a table. Explain how these cards are used 
with children in their own groups this week.  Ask women 
to select card(s) that most accurately reflect how they are 
feeling today, to be used during check in.

•  Provide a brief description of the theme for this session, 
and review the agenda. 

RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES

•  Revisit the group guidelines as developed by the group. 
Make any additions or amendments as identified.   

CHECK-IN

•  Review the rationale and purpose of weekly check-in:
 -  Emphasize that check-in is brief and time-limited, 

and will often reflect the theme of the day’s group 
session.

 -  Describe the links between the women’s and 
children’s check-ins and point out that today’s 
check-in provides women with opportunity to 
experience how children will also participate in 
check-in this week.

•   Check–In Theme:  “Animal Emotions Cards  . . .”

Use the “ANIMAL EMOTIONS CARDS” that are also used 
with children in their group during this session. Have the 
cards spread out on the table for women to choose from, 
in the same manner as would be done in the children’s 
groups.  

Ask women to select cards to use during their check-in 
that would symbolically help them in describing how they 
are feeling today  . . .  

seCtion 5    64

2.  Discuss the significance of 
mothers’ modeling their own 
ways of honouring and exploring 
feelings, while demonstrating 
this as a positive and helpful 
experience.  Explain how children 
benefit from the knowledge that 
their mums can have both positive 
and difficult feelings, and will take 
care of themselves by getting the 
support they need to understand 
what their feelings are all about.  

3.  Frequently mothers suggest that 
children are resistant to talking 
about their feelings. Explain that 
children may be ambivalent, 
frightened, or uncertain about 
how to cope with their feelings, 
and worried about the impact of 
sharing them. Children may be 
anxious that letting their feelings 
out will feel overwhelming or lead 
to more problems or conflict. As 
a result, children may repress or 
withhold feelings in an ongoing 
effort to protect or take care of 
their mothers. Women need to 
reassure their children that they 
will always be capable of hearing 
about their children’s feelings as 
well, and that they will find the 
support they need as mothers to 
take care of themselves. Children 
need to know that exploring and 
talking about their feelings will not 
have a negative impact on their 
mothers. 

THEME OF THE WEEK 
“Honouring Feelings” – 
Moving Forward Towards 
Healing 

EXERCISE #1
GROUP  DISCUSSION –  
“HONOURING OUR MANY 
FEELINGS”

As an introduction, emphasize how 
weekly themes build on concepts 
learned from one group session 
to the next. During this opening 
exercise, through simple group 
discussion the facilitators build on 
last week’s theme of  “breaking the 
silence” and help women move 
towards the next step of “honouring 
feelings”. 

Incorporate the following key 
points in the discussion:

1.  Reinforce the value of women 
having safe, supportive 
opportunities to identify, accept, 
and understand all of their own 
feelings about their experience 
of abuse. Point out that 
children have their own unique 
experiences and feelings about 
being exposed to mothers’ 
abuse. Emphasize the importance 
of mothers providing children 
with permission and support in 
exploring these feelings.
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a)  Using the concept of “surface 
feelings”, ask women which 
feelings they most readily, easily, 
or publicly show on the surface 
about their child’s experience of 
witnessing and being exposed to 
abuse.  

b)  As the feelings are described, 
record them on and around the 
surface portion of the iceberg.

c)  Next, ask women to think about 
the feelings they are repressing, 
hiding, or withholding – what are 
the most difficult or painful feelings 
women have about the fact that 
their children were exposed to and 
affected by the impact of violence 
against women?  Record under 
the surface of the iceberg.

d)  Discuss the concept also 
described to children that:  
“Feelings guide us and help us to 
make choices in our day to day 
lives.” and “Understanding our 
feelings helps us to know how to 
act.”

e)  Some of women’s difficult feelings 
are perpetuated by inaccurate 
societal beliefs and myths  . . .

•  De-construct the myth that women 
are responsible for children’s’ 
exposure to abuse. 

the surface”, and how they feel 
“below the surface” of the iceberg.  
This exercise serves several 
important functions:

•  Mothers gain insight into children’s 
feelings and emotions.

•  Mothers are provided with the 
information and concepts that 
children will be exposed to in 
their group, thus demonstrating 
respect for women’s right to be 
informed fully about their children’s 
experiences.

•  Women themselves have the 
opportunity to become more 
self-aware and learn vicariously 
through the experience of 
understanding a concept used 
with children.

•  Mothers gain concrete knowledge 
and skill about a simple strategy 
that can be used to engage their 
children in sharing about their 
feelings.

PART 2 – THROUGH THE EYES 
OF A MOTHER
Once women have completed 
the “Iceberging Feelings” exercise 
thinking from a child’s perspective, 
then turn to the next prepared 
iceberg flipchart and encourage 
women to consider their own 
feelings about the fact that their 
children were exposed to violence 
against women.

EXERCISE #2
“HOW I FEEL ABOUT MY CHILD BEING EXPOSED 
TO ABUSE . . .”

For many women, a barrier to the healing process for 
both themselves and their children is the reluctance to 
acknowledge the feelings associated with their child’s 
experience of being exposed to abuse. Many women feel 
guilt and self-blame, and it seems that acknowledging 
the impact of abuse on their children is one of the most 
difficult tasks. Given this difficulty, some women may 
choose to avoid considering their child’s experience, 
preferring to focus on positive thoughts of a future free 
from abuse. Again, the reality is that exploring all feelings, 
past and present, is critical to the healing process. In order 
for mothers to be able to nurture and guide their children 
through the exploration of their feelings, women need to 
be uncovering and understanding their own emotions at 
the same time, and accessing their support network as 
needed.

PART 1 – THROUGH THE EYES OF A CHILD

a)  Have 2 flipcharts prepared in advance, both with blank 
“iceberg” drawings on each.

b)  Explain how the “iceberging” concept is used with 
children to represent the experience of expressing and 
repressing feelings – otherwise described as “surface 
feelings”, and “under the surface feelings”. (Levy, 1984)

c)  Ask women to “think through the eyes of a child” – and 
follow through with the “Iceberging Feelings” exercise 
that is done with older primary school aged children and 
adolescents in their own groups.  Facilitate the exercise 
in exactly the same way as would be done in the 
children’s groups, beginning by asking women to think 
about how children feel about living in a family where 
they witnessed or were exposed to violence against 
women.  Ask women how they think children feel “on 
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•  Mothers are provided with copies 
of handouts from children’s group 
sessions.

Focus Points:
1.   Link between mother’s and 

children’s group content:
      Point out that in both groups 

the activities emphasize the 
importance of acknowledging 
all of our feelings and that 
repressing or masking feelings 
can be a barrier to healing. 

2.  Engaging With Children:
     Encourage the women to 

communicate with their children 
about feelings using different 
approaches, such as pictures 
cut from magazines to illustrated 
emotions, home-made animal 
emotion cards, or using the 
“iceberg” concept in discussing 
feelings with children. 

CLOSURE

• Group closure reading or activity.  

•  Check Out – Provide women with 
the opportunity to check out.  Ask 
them to talk about how they are 
feeling as the session concludes. 
Discuss self-care strategies for 
the week ahead, mentioning 
community resources and 
supports available to the women.

•  Reinforce the reality that the abuser is responsible for 
making the choice to use abuse and to expose the 
children to it.

f)  The primary purpose of this portion of the exercise is to 
support women in looking at the difficult feelings they 
are experiencing that are creating barriers to healing.  
In doing so, incorporate the following:

•  Discuss how naming and honouring our feelings in 
the presence of supportive, respectful people helps 
to define and validate the experience of abuse, an 
important factor in the healing process.

•  Tell the group that many women who have experienced 
abuse struggle with difficult feelings about their children 
being exposed to abuse. 

•  Discuss how these difficult feelings are frequently 
described in the context of guilt and self-blame and 
point out how “staying stuck” in these feelings, serves 
as a barrier to healing.

•  Refer again to the feelings generated through group 
activity, identifying the value of naming and accepting 
all feelings. 

CHILDREN’S GROUP REVIEW 

Facilitators must be fully informed about the 
content of the children’s group for this week, 
and variations utilized with preschoolers and 
adolescents.

•  Ideas about age appropriate ways for mothers to 
connect with and engage their children in discussion 
about the outcome of their group, and how to best 
support children after and between their group 
sessions are highlighted.   



69

Se
c
ti

o
n
 5

 

seCtion 5   70

iCeBerGinG feeLinGsHow Children feel About Being ex-
posed to Violence against women…

Mad
Sad

Scared

Bad Confused

Frustrated Worried Hurt

It is my fault
Very upset

Embarrassed

Terrified
Mixed up

How Mums feel About Kids Being 
exposed to Abuse…

“I’ve got it 
together”

Angry
“We’re OK”

Hopeful

Self Blame“Why didn’t I 
Leave sooner?”

Anxious

FearfulGuiltyResponsible

Very Angry Exhausted
Hurt

PowerlessBitter

Hopeless

I feel like a bad 
mother



EXPERIENCES

EXPOSED TO Violence against women
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session 4

THE IMPACT OF BEING EXPOSED 
TO VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN 
– UNDERSTANDING CHILDREN’S 
EXPERIENCES

Rationale:
To inform mothers about the effects of being exposed to 
woman abuse on children of all ages, and support them 
as they reflect on the experiences of their own children.

Key Considerations:
At this stage in the group process, the goal is to provide 
mothers with the opportunity to think broadly and 
objectively about the impact of being exposed to woman 
abuse on children, while also beginning to think personally 
about their own children’s experiences.  Watching a video 
in this session provides a safe third-person format to 
reflect on the common experiences of children living in a 
home where their mother is being abused. Discussion can 
be focused on the children in the video itself.  At the same 
time, it is inevitable that a mother’s personal memories of 
her children’s experiences may be elicited. The facilitators 
need to discuss the importance of self-care and emotional 
safety planning as a component of this session and 
those to come. As women’s memories of their children’s 
personal experiences emerge, it is essential that they feel 
prepared to manage the difficult emotions that may result. 
Remind women of the support in the group – they are not 
alone. Reinforce the message that reflecting on children’s 
experiences is usually difficult for mothers, and that the 
associated feelings are a natural and expected outcome of 
the group process.  

Remind the mothers of the previous sessions and reinforce 
the importance of valuing all emotions - including the most 
difficult ones.  Emphasize that women can move beyond 
difficult thoughts and feelings associated with facing and 
acknowledging children’s experiences of being exposed 

THE IMPACT OF BEING
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to woman abuse. From a place 
of enhanced knowledge and self-
awareness, mothers are encouraged 
in their ability to validate their 
children’s experiences and support 
them in healing from the impact of 
being exposed to abuse.

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

•  Explain the importance of 
“Emotional Self-Care” for women 
as they face difficult feelings 
through acknowledging their 
children’s experiences of being 
exposed to violence against 
women.  

•  Emphasize the importance of 
understanding concepts about 
responsibility for abuse in order 
for mothers to move beyond the 
barriers resulting from chronic 
feelings of guilt and self-blame.

•  Support women in reflecting upon 
and talking about their children’s 
experiences of being exposed to 
abuse.  

•  Provide general information about 
childhood development and the 
impact of abuse on children at 
different ages. 

WELCOME

•  Provide a brief description of the 
theme for this session, and review 
the agenda.

•  Review group Rights and 
Responsibilities.

INTRODUCTION

As mentioned earlier, preparing the 
mothers to cope with the difficult 
emotions they may feel is essential 
for this session.  It is suggested that 
the following points be incorporated 
into this discussion:

•  Emotional Safety Planning:
    Explain that the topic of 

this session is sensitive and 
may trigger painful feelings. 
Discuss “EMOTIONAL SAFETY 
PLANNING” eliciting contributions 
from the group about how women 
can best take care of themselves 
during and after the session.  
Share with women some simple  
strategies that may help them 
manage any intrusive memories 
or reminders of the abuse.  For 
example:

•  Concentrate on your breathing – 
breathe out more than you breathe 
in and use your stomach to 
breathe out more than your chest

•  Use self-talk – remind yourself 
where you are – in a room today 
(date) with other women who will 
support you. Say to yourself ‘I am 
not there now, that was then and 
this is now’
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•  Move your feet or body to bring your body and the 

sensations into the present

•   Community Supports:
    Identify supportive people women can connect with 

between groups, and healthy ways to cope with difficult 
feelings that arise. Discuss available help-lines - 24 hour 
National Domestic Violence Help-line 0808 2000 247, 
abused women’s advocates and other supportive services 
available for women to connect with in the community. 
Emphasize the benefit of reaching out to these links, 
adding appropriate contact information to the “Community 
Resource List” posted in the room.  

• Address Self Blame:
    Reaffirm that mothers are not to blame for children’s 

exposure to violence against women. Abusers are 
responsible for choosing to use strategies to gain power 
and control over women, and for the resulting impact on 
children.  

•  Validate Women’s Coping and Survival:
    When women continue to feel guilty about not leaving the 

abusive situation at an earlier stage, facilitators should 
emphasize that, women made the safest choices possible 
in the moment and day-by-day for themselves and their 
children. Discuss how leaving an abusive situation is very 
difficult, and often not a safe choice. Point out how women 
demonstrate both courage and resourcefulness in their 
ability to find ways to cope and stay as safe as possible 
while living with an abuser. This is an important way of 
affirming women’s strengths.   

•  Focus On The Present:
    Emphasize the positive nature of women’s present choices 

and how a woman’s choice to involve her children and 
herself in this program is a very positive step to addressing 
her children’s needs. 
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EXERCISE #1
The DVD Our Stories (available 
from AVA) which is used in 
the young people’s groups is 
recommended for use with 
women for this session, as a 
means of helping mothers “think 
through the eyes of children 
and young people.” Our stories 
contains five short films and the 
most appropriate one to watch is 
‘Craig’s Story’ which shows the 
impact of living with domestic 
violence at home on Craig and 
his younger brother.
 Primary school aged children 
may view the animated DVD 
entitled “Mikey and Jools” 
(made by Scottish Women’s Aid), 
and with preschool children a 
storybook may be used. These 
may also be of benefit for 
viewing in the mothers’ group, 
depending on the ages of 
women’s children.  

BEFORE VIEWING THE VIDEO – 
PREPARATION

1.  Provide a detailed overview of the 
content of the video. Describe 
specifically all scenes related to 
abuse and prepare the group for 
emotional self-care.

2.  Tell the women they can choose 
not to watch the video if they feel 
it would be too difficult to do so. 
Encourage women to self-assess 
concerning their needs 

CHECK-IN

•  Reiterate rationale and purpose 
of weekly check-in, reminding the 
group that check-in is intended to 
be brief and time-limited, and will 
often reflect the theme of the day’s 
group session.

•  You may like to give the women 
the feelings faces used by the 
children to check in. They can 
colour in the faces they associate 
with how they feel about what their 
children have experienced, or how 
they think their children feel.

Check–In Theme:  “My Child’s 
Experience  . . .”

Ask women to check-in by talking 
about perceptions of their child’s 
experience of being exposed to 
abuse, beginning by focusing on one 
central thought that stands out  . . .

“One way I believe my children 
have been affected by being 
exposed to violence against 
women is . . .”

THEME OF THE WEEK 
“How Being Exposed To Violence 
against women Affects Children” 
- Understanding and Honouring 
Children’s Experiences
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throughout the video, leaving the room at any point if they 
feel the need to do so.  

3.  Explain that the DVD provides a good general overview of 
the effects of abuse on a young person and his younger 
sibling. Encourage the women to watch for specific 
examples of the impact on children at different ages and 
developmental stages

AFTER VIEWING THE VIDEO – DISCUSSION
Allow the credits to roll at conclusion of the video, 
leaving the lights in the room low for several minutes 
to provide a brief transitional time before debriefing 
thoughts and feelings about the video.

After watching the video, facilitate a general open 
discussion and opportunity for women to debrief reactions 
and feelings, incorporating the following questions:

•  How were the children in the video differently affected by 
being exposed to their mother’s abuse because of their 
age and developmental level?

•  Did you see any parallels between your own children and 
those in the video? 

ALTERNATIVE POST-GROUP ACTIVITY
Dependent on observations made of the needs of 
the group, facilitators may choose a more structured 
activity after watching the video:

•  In advance, have four blank flipcharts prepared with the 
name of one child depicted in the video on the top of 
each one.

•  Ask how each child in the video was affected by the 
exposure to violence against women and record 
responses on the appropriate page.
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may be related to the impact of 
being exposed to violence against 
women?  Have the women record 
these responses under the surface 
of the “iceberg.”  

 
•  The “under the surface” area for 

women may be more difficult 
to reflect upon and talk about.  
For many mothers, these are 
the concerning or questionable 
behaviours that perhaps they have 
been thinking about, but have 
not been able to acknowledge 
or discuss as of yet. Conversely, 
these may be the presenting 
behaviours or concerns that have 
been pathologised by agencies or 
individuals involved in children’s 
lives, thus perpetuating the feelings 
of guilt and self-blame that many 
mothers struggle with.  

•  Emphasize that this exercise 
is not intended to reinforce the 
difficult feelings mothers have 
experienced, but to help women 
be more informed about both the 
visible and the less obvious ways 
their children have been affected.

CHILDREN’S GROUP REVIEW 

Facilitators must be fully 
informed about the content of 
the children’s group for this 
week, and variations utilized with 
preschoolers and adolescents.

•  If desired, flipcharts can be given 
to smaller groups for brainstorming 
and discussion. Women can then 
report back to the larger group.

EXERCISE #2
“THROUGH THE EYES OF  
MY CHILD . . .”

Depending on the outcome 
of watching the video and 
debriefing, this exercise may be 
useful. In some groups, women 
may readily talk about their own 
children early on, while in others 
the women prefer to focus on the 
children in the video. Assess the 
needs of the group and decide 
whether or not to use the next 
exercise. 

This exercise is an adaptation of the 
“Iceberging Feelings” activity used 
with children. Women can do the 
exercise independently, in pairs or 
small groups.

1.  Provide each woman with a blank 
copy of the “iceberg” drawing. 
Ask them to think about “surface” 
behaviours and feelings that their 
children demonstrate that are the 
result of being exposed to abuse. 
Record responses on the surface 
of the “iceberg.”  

2.  Then ask the women to think 
about how they feel their children 
were affected “under the surface.”  
What more ambiguous behaviours 
or beliefs do children show that 
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•  The concurrent themes for the children’s weekly group 

session are reviewed, and the facilitator may share 
examples of the exercises and resources used with 
children of different ages, depending on the ages of the 
children of the women in the group.  

•  Ideas about age appropriate ways for mothers to connect 
with and engage their children in discussion about the 
outcome of their group, and how to best support children 
after and between their group sessions are highlighted.   

•  Mothers are provided with copies of handouts from 
children’s group sessions.

FOCUS POINTS:

1.  LINK BETWEEN WOMEN’S AND CHILDREN’S 
CONTENT:

     Point out that their children will see the same video or 
storybook. Let the mothers know that this session often 
has a powerful emotional impact on children as well, and 
previously repressed memories may surface. 

2.  CHILDREN’S EMOTIONAL  
SELF-CARE:

     Reassure the mothers that the children are supported in 
caring for themselves emotionally during the session, just 
as the mothers were. 

3.  POST-VIDEO DEBRIEFING  
WITH CHILDREN:

     Review the exercises and activities used in the children’s 
group this session to elicit post-video discussion.

4.  ENGAGING WITH CHILDREN:
     Encourage women to make connections with their 

children by talking to them about the video. Remind 
them that when they talk about their emotions, their 
children will feel safer about doing the same. Encourage 
the use of animal emotions cards or provide women with 
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WHILE SUPPORTING YOUR 
CHILDREN IN 

HEALING REMEMBER…

YOU are not to blame for your 
children being exposed to abuse

The abuser is responsible for 
choosing to use abuse to gain 

power and control over you ~ AND 
for exposing the children 

to this

YOU made the best and safest 
choices for your children then, and 

are continuing to do so now…

YOU are keeping your children safe.

blank icebergs that they can use 
with their children.

CLOSURE

•  Group closure reading – choose 
those that reflect the messages 
implicit in this group.  

 -  Conclude with positive 
messages about how the 
women are supporting 
their children in healing 
simply by participating in 
the mothers’ Group. 

 -  Remind them that women 
are not to blame for the 
effects of children being 
exposed to abuse.

 -  Emphasize the healing 
power of positive self-talk, 
and provide supportive 
thoughts in the form of 
flipcharts or handouts that 
women can transcribe or 
include in their journals.

•  Check Out – Provide women with 
the opportunity to check out.  Ask 
them to talk about how they are 
feeling as the session concludes.   
Discuss self-care strategies for 
the week ahead, mentioning 
community resources and 
supports available to the women.

 



SAFETY PLAN

PERSONAL 
SAFETY PLANNING 
FOR WOMEN AND

PERSONAL SAFETY PLANNING
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Rationale:

To identify safety planning strategies for mothers and their 
children as a proactive measure to staying safe in the case 
of experiencing or being exposed to future abuse.

Key Considerations:

After watching the video depicting children’s experiences 
of being exposed to violence against women, mothers may 
be more aware of their feelings and their perceptions about 
their own children’s exposure to abuse. New memories may 
have emerged, or previously repressed memories may have 
resurfaced.  We want to reinforce that mothers are not to 
blame for the impact of the abuse on their children, and 
remind them of the importance of emotional self-care when 
supporting children in healing.  

Often at this stage, mothers begin feeling more confident 
and empowered in engaging with and provide support 
to their children. To further reinforce this experience, this 
session offers concrete information and specific steps to 
enhance their child’s personal safety and emotional well-
being in the event of exposure to future abuse.

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

•  Discuss what it means when children are “exposed” to 
abuse, pointing out that there may be many different 
circumstances and children are affected in different ways. 
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CHECK-IN

•  Reiterate rationale and purpose 
of weekly check-in, reminding the 
group that check-in is intended to 
be brief and time-limited, and will 
often reflect the theme of the day’s 
group session.

Check–In Theme:  “My children’s 
safety needs   . . .”

Ask women to check-in by talking 
about their perceptions of their 
child’s personal safety needs – begin 
by focusing on one thing that stands 
out for her . . .

“My greatest concern for my 
child’s safety when the abuse 
was happening to me was . . .”
THEME OF THE WEEK 
Personal Safety Planning for 
Mothers and their Children

 
EXERCISE #1
DISCUSSION:  HOW DID MY 
CHILDREN 
EXPERIENCE MY ABUSE?

•  Begin with an open discussion 
about the meaning of children 
“exposed” to abuse – explore what 
exposure means, incorporating the 
components of Edleson’s definition 
including:  

•  Discuss the differences in 
children’s safety needs, depending 
on risk and protective factors.  

•  Support mothers in identifying their 
own child(ren)’s personal safety 
needs.

•  Identify the link between mother’s 
and children’s safety, and the 
importance of women developing 
their own safety plans.

•  Provide information and support 
to mothers about developing 
specific, practical safety plans for 
themselves and their children.  

WELCOME

•  Provide a brief description of the 
theme for this session, and review 
the agenda.

•  Review group Rights and 
Responsibilities

INTRODUCTION

•  In preparation for this session, 
again emphasize the importance of 
emotional self-care.  

•  Remind the women that mothers 
are not to blame for how children 
were affected by being exposed to 
violence against women.  

•  Emphasize the positive messages 
that children gain through mothers 
participating in this process with 
them.   

session 5

PERSONAL SAFETY PLANNING
FOR WOMEN AND CHILDREN
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- VISUAL

- AUDIO

- TOOL OF THE PERPETRATOR

- AFTERMATH
  
(Edleson, J., 1999)

•  Refer to the video or other resources used to clarify the 
concept that children are exposed to abuse in different 
ways

•  Discuss the importance of developing personalized safety 
plans with children based on their individual needs.  Refer 
to children in the video as examples. Ensure that the 
discussion includes consideration of factors such as the 
way in which children were exposed to abuse, current 
circumstances, and risk or protective factors.  

•  Encourage women to reflect on the ways in which 
their own children were exposed to abuse, in relation 
to their particular circumstances and experiences and 
corresponding safety needs. 

•  In some groups women may readily discuss their 
children’s own personal situations, whereas in other 
groups it may be more effective to refer to children in 
general, using the children in the video as examples.  
Group facilitators should assess the needs of the group, 
and guide the discussion accordingly.
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Examples of Emotional Safety 
Needs could include:
 
 -  Clear permission to 

discuss fears and safety 
concerns

 -  Knowing that the mother 
has the ability to take care 
of herself and the children

 -  Validation of the child’s 
use of objects, routines, 
or people who enhance 
feelings of safety and 
security.

 -  Appropriate ways to 
stay connected to mum 
as needed to enhance 
feelings of safety

 -  Providing them with 
routines, boundaries and 
consistency

After brainstorming and recording on 
a flipchart a list of children’s safety 
needs, identify specific ways in 
which mothers can respond to their 
children’s needs, including steps 
they can take and community links 
they can make.

EXERCISE #2
HELPING CHILDREN STAY 
SAFE FROM ABUSE - 
UNDERSTANDING PHYSICAL 
AND EMOTIONAL SAFETY 
NEEDS 

Identify and define safety needs for 
children who have been exposed to 
violence against women as being 
both physical AND emotional. 

PHYSICAL SAFETY NEEDS =
What children need to feel safe 
in their environment

EMOTIONAL SAFETY NEEDS =
What children need to feel 
emotionally secure

Examples of Physical Safety 
Needs:

 -  A secure home 
environment such as 
adequate locks on doors 
and windows

 -  Defining practical steps to 
take if exposed to future 
abuse

 -  Access to phones in 
several areas of the home 
and the knowing how to 
use them

 -  Home organized to 
enhance child’s feelings of 
safety
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SAFETY 
NEEDS

HOW MOTHERS CAN 
RESPOND

Secure home 
environment

Show children steps taken to ensure the 
physical safety of the home – adequate 
locks on doors, call display on the phone, 
blinds and curtains on windows, etc.

Permission to 
discuss fears 
and safety 
concerns

Plan structured family time to talk about 
feelings, fears, concerns and make talking a 
safe and appropriate means of self-care

Ways to stay 
connected to 
Mum to en-
hance feelings 
of safety

Plan ways to enhance child’s feeling con-
nected to Mum while apart such as planned 
phone calls to “check-in”, or giving child 
something of significance that belongs to 
Mum to hold on to.

Clear knowl-
edge of steps 
to take if 
exposed to 
future abuse

Spend time with child(ren) discussing 
identified safety needs, and developing a 
personal safety plan for each child.  Review 
and practice safety plans with children as 
needed.

EXERCISE #3

Discussion:  Personal Safety Planning For Women
Provide closure to the discussion about personal 
safety planning for children by pointing out that 
children’s safety is directly related to women’s safety.  

•  Provide printed women’s safety plan. You may have your 
own within your organisation. You may want to refer to 
the Women’s Aid Survivor’s Handbook - http://www.
womensaid.org.uk/domestic-violence-survivors-handbook.
asp?section=000100010008000100310005 

Discuss how women can develop their own personalised 
safety plans. Discuss the use of these plans, including 
whether it is safe for women to keep a printed copy at home 
or not, keeping it in a safe place, and deciding who to share 
the information with. 
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and how to best support children 
after and between their group 
sessions are highlighted.   

•  Mothers are provided with copies 
of handouts from children’s group 
sessions.

FOCUS POINTS:

1.  SAFETY PLANNING 
ADAPTATIONS WITH 
CHILDREN:

     Provide women with information 
about how facilitators develop 
safety plans with children at 
different ages and stages.

2. RESOURCES USED:

     Talk about the variety of 
resources used to enhance this 
experience – dollhouse, puppets, 
play telephones, and role-play.  
Provide handouts of children’s 
safety plan outline.

CLOSURE

•  Facilitate check-out or group 
closure exercise.

•  Incorporate the use of a resource 
such as affirmation cards or a 
theme related reading from a 
resource book.  

•  Emphasize the importance of 
“Emotional Self-Care” during the 
time between and after groups.  
Highlight appropriate community 
resources available to women, and 
reaffirm the importance of making 
connections.

Useful links and support:
National domestic violence helpline - 
0808 2000 247
The National Stalking Helpline - 
0808 802 0300 
or e-mail advice@stalkinghelpline.org
Forced Marriage Helpline - 
0800 5999 247
Southall Black Sisters - 
Provides information, advice, 
advocacy, practical help, counselling 
and support to women and children 
experiencing domestic and sexual 
violence, including forced marriage 
and honour crimes.

A comprehensive list of support 
organisations and resources can be 
found on the AVA website. 

CHILDREN’S GROUP REVIEW 

Facilitators must be fully informed 
about the content of the children’s 
group for this week, and variations 
utilized with preschoolers and 
adolescents.

•  The concurrent themes for the 
children’s weekly group session are 
reviewed, and the facilitator may 
share examples of the exercises 
and resources used with children 
of different ages, depending on the 
ages of the children of the women in 
the group.  

•  Ideas about age appropriate ways 
for mothers to connect with and 
engage their children in discussion 
about the outcome of their group, 



STAYING CONNECTED

STAYING CONNECTED
STAYING CONNECTED

129

Se
c
ti

o
n
 5

 
Rationale:

To decrease isolation by increasing women’s awareness of 
how to develop a support network and access community 
resources.

Key Considerations:

“Women everywhere are gathering at the spring-fed wells 
of Spirit to share their hearts and join hands as they move 
toward more completely expressing their boundless love, 
magnificent wisdom, and compassionate intuition.  To these 
limitless wells, each of us carries her own container.  Each 
of us fills her own jar.  And each of us is also called to walk 
with her sisters along the way providing support, guidance, 
encouragement, inspiration, and love.”
(Patton Thoele, 1996)

Women gathering together in a supportive group setting 
is powerful, therapeutic, and healing.  After many weeks 
together, even those who participated less verbally than 
others attest to the positive impact of having a predictable, 
safe opportunity to connect with other women on a regular 
basis. For some women, the opportunity to speak out, 
share experiences, and hear about other women’s stories 
and experiences was key. For others, simply meeting once 
a week, sharing a safe space with other women, having 
a coffee, and feeling connected was the most beneficial 
element of the group. The emotional impact of feeling 
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to recognize that they do have 
supports that they can reach out to 
– some direct links in their personal 
lives, and some in the community.  
For many women, reframing the 
nature of their relationships to others 
in their lives – from their family doctor 
to their child’s teacher – is essential.  
The primary purpose of this session 
is to help women explore and 
discover the connections that they 
already have in their lives, and ones 
that they can begin to nurture and 
reach out to.  The most powerful 
message of this group is that staying 
connected to supportive people 
in their lives – avoiding isolation - 
protects women and their children 
from future abuse.  

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

•  Reinforce the power of 
connections and the importance 
of avoiding isolation as a means of 
staying safe from future abuse.

•  Help the women to reflect upon 
and explore possible supportive 
connections and resources that 
exist in their own lives, and how 
they can enhance and rely upon 
these supports.

•  Share information about resources 
in the community for mothers 
and children, including providing 
transcribed copies of women’s 
own community resource list that 
has been personalized throughout 
the group process.

connected to a supportive network 
of women is unique and difficult to 
describe in words. Women who 
maintain connections to healthy 
supports feel an enhanced sense of 
well-being, personal empowerment, 
and safety in their lives. 

It is dangerous for women leaving 
abusive situations to become 
isolated once again. Isolation is a 
powerful strategy used by abusers; 
abusers can more easily maintain 
power and control over women who 
feel alone and have no one else 
to rely on for support or feedback.  
For many abused women, the 
experience of isolation is familiar, 
and they easily fall back into this 
pattern. Women need to discuss 
and consider the dangers implicit in 
isolation; and part of each woman’s 
personal plan for her emotional and 
physical safety should be to reduce 
and avoid isolation.  

The positive experience of being 
connected to other women in 
the group setting forms the basis 
for reflecting upon the power of 
connections.  With the ending of the 
group in sight, it is crucial to help 
the women consider how they will 
stay connected to a support system 
once the group comes to it’s natural 
ending.  For many women, thoughts 
of the group ending mean sadness, 
discouragement, or even fear. Many 
women feel that they have few, if any 
supportive connections outside of 
the group. Women need 

session 6

STAYING CONNECTED
GETTING THE SUPPORT I NEED
IN MY LIFE AND IN THE COMMUNITY
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•  Invite a women’s advocate from the community to be 

present as a guest speaker for the group session.  

•  Emphasize how children’s sense of isolation and feelings 
of safety about reaching out to supports is reflective 
of the messages and modeling promoted by mothers 
themselves.

WELCOME

•  Provide brief description of the theme and rationale for 
this session as it relates to both children and women. 

•  Review agenda and introduce the guest speaker.

•  Revisit and review the group guidelines

CHECK-IN

•  Request that women check-in by talking about their 
feelings about the group coming to its natural end, and 
how women plan to avoid becoming isolated in the future 
. . .  

Some women will identify feeling anxious, uncertain, or 
fearful about becoming isolated once again.  Women may 
also talk about their concerns that they will turn to familiar 
people or places for comfort - but that these may not be 
the most ideal or therapeutic.  Emphasize that women 
do have the power to maintain healthy and supportive 
connections in their lives – and that this network of support 
starts with a single link.  Emphasize the primary goal of the 
session for today as being to support women in identifying 
and establishing a healthy support network.
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THEME OF THE WEEK
“Staying Connected” –
Getting The Support I Need In My 
Life And In The Community

EXERCISE #1 
GROWING AND NURTURING MY 
“TREE OF LIFE” – IDENTIFYING 
AND DEVELOPING A SUPPORT 
NETWORK . . .

The following exercise begins in 
the large group format, and leads 
to an individual exercise of self-
exploration. Begin by reflecting on 
the check-in discussions. What are 
women’s perceptions of the support 
that they have available to them in 
their lives, and what importances 
do women place on the need for 
a support network? Explain that 
many women who have survived 
an abusive relationship are left with 
feelings of aloneness and isolation. 
It is common for women to feel they 
have few, if any, healthy supports. 
Tell the women that this exercise will 
help reframe the ways in which we 
look for and perceive supports.     

•  Begin with a large flipchart 
prepared in advance with a 
drawing of a tree.

•  Ask women to think about the 
roots, trunk and branches of 
the tree and what these could 
represent symbolically to them.  

•  Begin with the roots, and write 
the responses on and around the 
roots. Add responses for the trunk 
and branches. 

•  Women’s responses about the 
symbolic nature of each element of 
the tree tend to overlap. There are 
no correct or incorrect responses.  
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My Tree Of Life

 

My Tree Of Life
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WHERE ARE THE SUPPORTS IN MY LIFE?

Once women have generated thoughts and ideas about the 
symbolic representation of the tree, ask them to think about 
reaching out for support in each area. For example, if the 
roots of the tree represent feeling rooted, grounded, and 
nourished, ask: “Where can you reach out to fulfil this kind 
of need? Who can help you feel more rooted or grounded, 
and who “nourishes” you, emotionally or spiritually?”  
Responses may be overlapping and interrelated.  The 
concept is abstract, and the goal is to help women think 
more broadly and diversely about the supports that they 
have, or would like to have. Some women may say that 
someone in their family of origin provides them with the 
sense of being “rooted” or “grounded”; for another woman, 
this support may come from a close friend; for yet another, 
the agency she goes to for individual counselling fills this 
need. Emphasize that supports may be available to women 
through people or places that they hadn’t previously viewed 
as a resource or hadn’t considered using. Encourage 
women to think broadly. Reinforce the idea that support 
comes in many forms, and that women deserve a varied 
and diverse selection of resources.  

The final and most important step to this exercise is having 
women working together in pairs or small groups to further 
discuss and explore where their supports exist in their lives. 
Provide each woman with a copy of the “Tree Of Life.” Ask 
women to illustrate on their tree the supports they have 
in their life connected to the symbolic areas of the tree. 
Women need to work together to complete this, as many 
women will still feel vulnerable and unsure about where 
her supports exist. Group facilitators should circulate and 
support women in helping one another identify people 
and places they can reach out to in their lives for support.  
Remember to include agencies and resources in the 
community available to women.  Be sure to include specific 
supports such as shelters, help-lines, and transitional 
support programs as well as more generic supports 
such as the library book club, a yoga class, or the parent 
association at school.
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EXERCISE #2
HOW AND WHERE CAN I 
GET WHAT I NEED FROM 
COMMUNITY RESOURCES?

A Guided Discussion with a 
Community Advocate for Abused 
Women

If your community has a women’s 
advocate available as a resource, 
this would be an ideal person to 
invite as a guest for the final portion 
of this group.  Women’s advocates 
may be connected to a community 
transitional support program, the 
local women’s shelter, or any other 
local agency that provides support 
to abused women and their children. 
The goal of this component to the 
program is to allow the women to 
make a personal connection with an 
individual in their own community 
who they can choose to reach out 
to in the future for personal support. 
For women have a very limited 
support network, this opportunity 
is invaluable. The development of a 
support network begins with a single 
link. 

With direction and structure 
provided by group facilitators, the 
community advocate is asked to 
speak both specifically and broadly 
about supports available to women 
and children in the community, 
including therapeutic personal 
supports, as well as social resources 
for both women and their children, 
covering anything from women’s and 
children’s counselling agencies to 
recreation centres.    Provide 

contact information and steps to 
take. Naming specific individuals 
to contact within agencies is also 
useful, and if women can use the 
advocate’s name as a referral, this 
may promote a greater sense of 
confidence in following through.

KEY POINTS:

•  Reaching out to supports in the 
community can be an intimidating 
and difficult process. The visit from 
a local women’s advocate initiates 
a personal connection that may 
serve to break down this barrier. In 
one group, the women’s advocate 
provided women with literature 
about community resources, as 
well as an informative booklet 
written for abused women.  As 
well, the advocate advised women 
of other free resources that were 
available to them through her, 
including home fire safety kits. The 
advocate made arrangements to 
contact women after the group 
if they were interested in these 
resources, giving them another 
opportunity to connect. 

•  Providing women with contact 
information for the advocate 
is important, taking safety 
into consideration.  For some 
women, having information about 
community resources could be 
dangerous if an abuser finds the 
information.  In one community, 
women were provided with a small 
resource list that was inserted into 
a lipstick case, so an abuser would 
be less likely to find it.     
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•  Resources and supports vary greatly in different 

communities, so it is important for group facilitators to 
determine key people in their own areas.  You might 
invite more than one individual - having several people 
there may promote a greater sense of potential linking 
and connection for the group.  The community resource 
people involved in this component of the group must 
be informed and insightful about the dynamics of power 
and control in relationships and be available to provide 
support and advocacy around issues that face abused 
women and their children. 

CONCLUSION:

Discuss the women’s desires to “stay connected” in their 
lives after the group.  To each woman, this may mean 
something different.  Support women in discussing, 
exploring, and planning for developing a support network 
for themselves and their children.

CHILDREN’S GROUP REVIEW 

Facilitators must be fully informed about the content 
of the children’s group for this week, and variations 
utilized with preschoolers and adolescents.

•  The concurrent themes for the children’s weekly group 
session are reviewed, and the facilitator may share 
examples of the exercises and resources used with 
children of different ages, depending on the ages of the 
children of the women in the group.  

•  Ideas about age appropriate ways for mothers to connect 
with and engage their children in discussion about the 
outcome of their group, and how to best support children 
after and between their group sessions are highlighted.   

•  Mothers are provided with copies of handouts from 
children’s group sessions.

FOCUS POINTS:

This is the first group session in which the content is not 
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directly concurrent between the 
mothers’ and the children’s groups.  
During session 10 for children, the 
topics of sexual abuse awareness 
and adolescent acquaintance abuse 
are addressed.  As in the mothers’ 
group, the primary message of 
the children’s group is the value 
of reaching out for support in their 
lives as needed. The development 
of a support network is discussed 
with children and the message is 
that children and youth should talk 
to adults they trust if they or their 
friends are abused. Children and 
youth are encouraged to remember 
that not all adults know how to help 
children – so if the first person a 
child reaches out to does not help 
them, then they should just keep on 
talking, until someone gives them 
the help they need.  

Mothers are provided with a list of 
useful resources / websites that 
can help them keep their child safe 
from sexual abuse and abuse via the 
internet and social networking sites. 

For instance:
www.parentsprotect.co.uk
www.stopitnow.org.uk
www.direct.gov.uk/spotteenabuse

CLOSURE:

•  Facilitate check-out or group 
closure exercise.

•  Incorporate the use of a resource 
such as affirmation cards or a 
theme related reading from a 
resource book.  

•  Emphasize the importance of 
“Emotional Self-Care” during the 
time between and after groups.  
Highlight appropriate community 
resources available to women, and 
reaffirm the importance of making 
connections.

Read aloud, or provide a reading 
that reflects the positive nature of 
making connections - see handout 
example on the following page . . .

ASKING FOR HELP

 “The healthy and strong 
individual is the one who asks for 
help when she needs it.  Whether 

she’s got an abscess on her 
knee, or in her soul”

- RONA BARRETT

There is no disgrace in asking 
for help, only in needing help but 
refusing to reach out for it. We all 
need help now and then.  Anyone 
who tells you she never needs help 

probably needs help more than 
you do. Do reach out for help if 

you feel confused, depressed, or 
overwhelmed.  Reach out for help 
and you’ll be surprised how much 

help there is.

Asking for help is not an 
admission of weakness but of 

humanness.

(Engel, 1993)
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Rationale:

To examine the experience of anger, exploring perceptions 
from both a mother’s and a child’s perspective. The 
emphasis of this session is to identify anger as a valid, 
powerful, and appropriate emotion.

Key Considerations:

Frequently women say that abuse is due to anger, and 
that anger always leads to abuse. These are important 
perceptions to identify and discuss during this session, 
although always with sensitivity to the social and historical 
development of these beliefs. Many women have only ever 
experienced anger as a negative, fear-inducing, dangerous 
emotion. Additionally, women might have difficulty with their 
own feelings and expressions of anger, which they may see 
as inappropriate. This topic alone could be an entire group 
program. 

Anger is a very important and empowering, and potentially 
mobilizing emotion, worthy of further discussion and 
consideration by ALL women, but especially women who 
have survived abuse. Abused women have the right to 
be angry, and anger does not have to be an intimidating, 
shameful, or difficult emotion.  Support women in the 
knowledge that anger does not have to lead to abuse, and 
talk about resources in their community where they can 
further explore the experience of anger if they feel they could 
benefit from doing so.  For the purposes of this group, the 
most important concepts to consider are the perceived 
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•   Revisit group “Rights and 
Responsibilities”.

CHECK-IN

•  Reiterate rationale and purpose 
of weekly check-in, reminding the 
group that check-in is intended to 
be brief and time-limited, and will 
often reflect the theme of the day’s 
group session.

•  Check–In Theme:  “The Anger 
Thermometer  . . .”

Ask the women to think of a time 
when they may have been angry 
over the last week.  Using the “Anger 
Thermometer” from the group 
materials, have women colour in the 
thermometer to represent how angry 
she felt about the particular situation.  
Use the anger thermometer during 
check-in as a warm up to the topic 
for this session.

connections between anger and 
abuse for mothers and their children.

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

•  Explore the roots of women’s 
beliefs about anger.

•  Explore women’s ideas about 
what their children’s perceptions 
of anger are, and from where they 
have evolved.

•  Establish the link between 
the experience of abuse, and 
misconceptions about anger.

•  Identify the problems that may 
arise for children related to 
internalizing or misdirecting anger. 

•  Explain that children will continue 
to shape their beliefs about anger 
depending on how the adults in 
their lives experience and  
express it.

•  Discuss an appropriate definition 
of anger from a child’s perspective, 
and ways in which mothers can 
support their children to express 
anger in healthy ways.

WELCOME

•  Provide a brief description of the 
theme for this session, and review 
agenda.

session 7

HONOURING AND UNDERSTANDING 
ANGER - HOW TO HELP CHILDREN 
EXPRESS IT IN HEALTHY WAYS
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THEME OF THE WEEK
“Honouring and Understanding Anger” –
How To Help Children Express It In Healthy Ways

EXERCISE #1 
THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN ANGER AND ABUSE
Many women and children who have been subjected 
to abuse are confused about the difference 
between anger and abuse.  This exercise is used 
to engage women in beginning to explore common 
misconceptions about the difference between anger 
and abuse.     

1.  Place 2 flipcharts at the front of the room. At the top of 
the first one, write “ABUSE” as the heading.  At the top 
of the second one, write “ANGER” as the heading.  Have 
both prepared in advance, and the headings covered up 
so women cannot see them until they are uncovered. 

2.  Explain to the women that this exercise is like a word-
association game. Ask them to respond to the word you 
are about to uncover by quickly calling out the first words 
that come to mind for them, as soon as the hidden word 
is revealed.  The facilitator should then uncover the word 
“ABUSE”, and record the words the women call out.  

3.  Once this flipchart is complete, explain to the group that 
the same exercise will be repeated, now moving on to a 
different word. At once, uncover the word “ANGER”, and 
again quickly record the words that are called out, being 
sure to capture all thoughts the women generate.  

4.  This exercise reveals how often women perceive anger 
and abuse to be essentially the same thing. When 
questioned theoretically, women will generally respond 
accurately that anger is a valid emotion, and different 
than abuse.  When women are encouraged to define 
anger and abuse quickly without over-thinking their 
responses such as in this exercise however, frequently 
women end up defining anger and abuse as essentially 
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EXERCISE #2
WHAT WOMEN THINK ABOUT 
ANGER 

As a follow up to the first exercise, 
the next step is to help the women 
explore their perceptions and 
feelings about anger - particularly 
the difficult ones.  The goal is that 
women will begin to understand 
their misconceptions about anger, 
and the origins of these beliefs.  
Misconceptions about anger 
may evolve from many sources 
in addition to the experience of 
abuse being interpreted as anger. 
These include social conditioning, 
childhood and family of origin 
experiences, traditions, and culture. 
In the following exercise, women 
are supported in exploring their 
perceptions about how they have 
experienced anger and the related 
feelings associated with these 
experiences.   

the same thing.  Point out this 
discrepancy, while validating how 
many women and children who 
have experienced abuse are left 
with confusing and ambivalent 
feelings about understanding anger 
from a healthy and non-abusive 
perspective.  In order to best 
support children in understanding 
anger as a healthy and legitimate 
emotion, women need first to 
deconstruct their own perceptions 
and misconceptions.

THE POWERFUL OUTCOME 
OF THIS SIMPLE EXERCISE 
IS OFTEN THAT IN THE 
MIDST OF ENGAGING IN 
IT, WOMEN THEMSELVES 
BEGIN TO REALIZE HOW 
THEY INTERCHANGE THEIR 
PERCEPTIONS OF ANGER 
AND ABUSE – AND THUS 
REALIZE THE BARRIERS 
TO EXPERIENCING ANGER 
AS A HEALTHY EMOTION IN 
CONTINUING TO DO SO.
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WHAT DOES ANGER 
LOOK LIKE TO ME?

MY FEELINGS ABOUT 
ANGER

• A fight waiting to happen

•  Something I don’t allow 
myself to experience

• Scary

• A blow-out

• Out of control

• Overwhelming

• An emotion that we should 
avoid

• Possibly dangerous

•  Something I have never 
been allowed to show

•  I don’t like it – I avoid 
angry people at all costs

•  It is a bad emotion

• Anger will lead to abuse

•  I wish I could stop my 
children from being so 
angry

• I feel full of anger

• Anger scares me

• I am afraid of angry 
people

• I feel the need to avoid 
angry people

1.  Have flipcharts prepared with headings. Facilitate a 
brainstorm session and elicit responses to the question 
at the head of the first flipchart:   “What Does Anger Look 
Like To Me?”

2.  Once a list has been generated, move onto the next 
flipchart labelled with the statement: “My Feelings About 
Anger.”  Generate responses from the group.     

3.  Once both lists are complete, reflect upon the association 
between the responses generated on both flipcharts.  
Discuss the difficult experiences and unhealthy 
perceptions women correlate with anger.  

seCtion 5    102

about anger. This will support their 
children in doing the same. 
3.  Have women brainstorm a list 

of the most important beliefs for 
children to have about anger. 

4.  Develop a definition of anger 
women agree upon that they can 
utilize with their children. Also 
provide the definition used in the 
children’s group Program:  

ANGER IS A FEELING THAT 
USUALLY ARISES WHEN THINGS 
ARE NOT GOING THE WAY YOU 
WANT.  IT IS A SIGNAL THAT 
SOMETHING IS WRONG, AND 
SOMETHING MUST BE DONE.
 

WHAT DO WE WANT CHILDREN 
TO THINK ABOUT ANGER?

It is okay to feel anger

Anger is healthy and necessary

Anger can help us identify 
solutions to problems

MOTHERS’ DEFINITION OF 
ANGER FOR THEIR CHILDREN:

Anger is an expression of strong 
emotion

that relates to a problem that 
needs to be solved…

Ask questions such as:  “Why do 
women who have experienced 
abuse often have problematic 
perceptions about anger?”

4.  Discuss how internalizing 
anger as a means of avoiding 
it is unproductive, and in some 
situations extremely unhealthy.  
Emphasize that anger is a 
powerful and difficult emotion 
to reconcile when it has been 
misdirected and perceived as 
abuse.  Anger can however, signal 
us to problems that need to be 
solved, and mobilize us to take 
proactive steps in our lives.  

EXERCISE #3
WHAT MOTHERS WANT 
CHILDREN TO THINK ABOUT 
ANGER

Using the outcome of the last 
exercise as a basis, facilitate 
reflection and discussion about 
the influence of a mother’s 
beliefs on those of her children, 
concluding with a brainstorm 
about what mothers want their 
children to think about anger . . .

1.  Invite women to think about the 
effects of their perceptions on 
their children’s beliefs.  

2.  Help the women see steps they 
can take to heal from the effects 
of the abuse they experienced, 
and correct their misconceptions 
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CHILDREN’S GROUP REVIEW 

Facilitators must be fully informed about the content 
of the children’s group for this week, and variations 
utilized with preschoolers and adolescents.

•  The concurrent themes for the children’s weekly group 
session are reviewed, and the facilitator may share 
examples of the exercises and resources used with 
children of different ages, depending on the ages of the 
children of the women in the group.  

•  Ideas about age appropriate ways for mothers to connect 
with and engage their children in discussion about the 
outcome of their group, and how to best support children 
after and between their group sessions are highlighted.   

•  Mothers are provided with copies of handouts from 
children’s group sessions.

•  Some women express an interest in understanding 
the dynamics of abuse in more detail. Facilitators can 
recommend some useful resources if it feels appropriate 
to do so and providing that materials are safe to have 
in the family home. Unfortunately, not many resources 
are translated into other languages or adapted for the 
blind or deaf community so although beneficial to some 
women may exclude these women and also those with 
poor literacy skills or those for who English is not their first 
language.

 
• Recommended Reading Resources:

•  Power and Control: Why Charming Men can Make 
dangerous Lovers By Sandra Horley

•  Why does he do that: Inside the minds of angry and 
controlling men by Lundy Bancroft
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FOCUS POINTS:

1.  The Physiological Experience Of 
Anger:

•  Point out that a key element of this 
session is supporting children in 
understanding the way their body 
responds when they experience 
anger. Guiding children to 
recognize early signs of their own 
anger helps them to recognize that 
they are in control of how they act 
and behave when angry. 

•  Provide mothers with information 
about how we engage children 
in understanding this concept 
through the use of pictures, 
drawings, and discussion.

2. The Link Between Feelings 
and Behaviour:

•  Explain that in the children’s 
groups, the facilitators ask children 
to discuss what they do when they 
feel anger. 

•  Discuss the concepts related to 
the “Anger Volcano”, and how this 
is used as a symbol of the possible 
outcome of repressing angry 
feelings.

3. Children’s Anger Is Important:

•  Emphasize how anger is discussed 
with children as an important 
emotion, and how children are 
encouraged to honour and accept 
anger as a useful self-awareness 
“tool”.

•  Children are supported in reflecting 
upon the messages connected to 
their anger, and are encouraged to 
think of healthy ways of expressing 
their anger.

CLOSURE:

•  Facilitate check-out or group 
closure exercise.

•  Incorporate the use of a resource 
such as affirmation cards or a 
theme related reading from a 
resource book.  

•  Emphasize the importance of 
“Emotional Self-Care” during the 
time between and after groups.  
Highlight appropriate community 
resources available to women, and 
reaffirm the importance of making 
connections.

Some women attending the mother’s 
component of the programme will 
talk about their own difficulties in 
managing anger as an emotion. 
Extending the time of the session 
this week or adding an additional 
session may be useful 
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for some groups in which mothers are struggling with their 
own expressions of anger.  Exiting an abusive relationship 
leaves some women experiencing waves of overwhelming 
rage which leaves them feeling distressed as this is a new 
experience for them. They need reassurance that anger is a 
natural reaction to domestic violence but also  require help 
understanding that anger is different to violence. Some 
may still struggle to perceive anger as a positive emotion 
and need support to move towards understanding that it 
can act as a positive force in their lives. 

If there is sufficient time women can participate in 
collaboratively making and exploding a volcano (as in the 
Children’s Group Sessions). Whilst doing the activity the 
discussion can focus on what they feel and express about 
their own anger – what are the consequences of their 
current strategies for managing anger.

Women can be encouraged to pay attention to their 
feelings of anger by asking themselves some simple 
questions?

•  How do I feel day to day – am I like a volcano, ready to 
erupt?

•  Who am I angry with?  - The perpetrator of the abuse, 
friends, family, professionals, community or others?

•  Do I direct my anger towards people I love and care 
about, perhaps my children or family, because this feels 
safer?

• Do I feel that I don’t experience anger? I that true?
 
•  Do I keep all the anger locked inside (like the repressed 

feelings in the iceberg in session 3)? If so is this healthy 
and does it help or does it show in other ways for 
example depression, anxiety, self-harm? 

It also provides an opportunity for 
women to direct their anger where it 
needs to be placed rather than being 
left feeling that they ‘lost it’ and 
didn’t ‘get their point across clearly 
or in a positive manner.  Suggest 
to women that they could choose 
a quiet moment when she is alone 
and Imagine him in a chair  - use 
this time to tell him how she feels. 
Encourage her to say I am angry at 
you because and list one thing at a 
time  - women could practice this is 
group first

Some women may well benefit 
from some ongoing psychological 
support. Connecting them with 
local support services or Survivor 
Programmes will be helpful for 
some.

Recommended Reading: The 
PTSD Workbook – Simple,Effective 
Techniques for Overcoming 
Traumatic stress Symptoms. New 
harbinger.

Either in pairs or whole group 
discussion think of some strategies 
that might help women start to 
safely express some of their angry 
feelings. Incorporating small regular 
planned moments to deal with the 
unresolved anger will help minimize 
those moments when our anger 
spills out and feels uncontained. 
Possible suggestions could include:

•  Using  exercise – could be at the 
gym, or something simple like 
skipping in the garden, jumping on 
the trampoline, or dancing on the 
PlayStation mat with the children

 
•  Using creative activities like 

drawing or writing to express your 
feelings of anger. Women could 
use plasticine or playdoh in group 
to start to think about their anger 
and what it represents for them

•  Keep a diary and each day deal 
with one thing that has made them 
feel angry

•  Write him a letter telling him what 
he did that made her angry – 
she can rip it up when she feels 
satisfied that she has safely 
expressed all she wants to

•  Punch a cushion or pillow  - draw 
him or something that represents 
him on it first

Verbalising anger is a crucial step 
towards honouring both the feeling 
and experience associated with it. 
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UNDERSTANDI

UNDERSTANDINCONFLICTGUIDING      CHILDREN TO

UNDERSTANDING CONFLANGER THERMOMETER
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Simmering

Boiling

Ballistic

Cool

Rationale:

To explore women’s and children’s 
experiences which have shaped 
attitudes and beliefs about conflict 
in relationships, and to examine how 
women’s responses to conflict affect 
children’s ideas and behaviours. 

Key Considerations:

A mother’s experiences may affect 
her ability to convey appropriate 
messages and provide support 
to her children. Many women do 
identify an understanding of the 
appropriate “theoretical” concepts 
about healthy conflict resolution in 
relationships; however they continue 
to experience the contradicting 
emotions that are the natural 
outcome of surviving an abusive 
relationship.  

This session builds on the 
concepts in the previous group 
about understanding anger. It was 
identified in the last session that 
“anger can signal us to problems 
that need to be solved and mobilize 

us to take proactive steps in our 
lives”, hence the value in making 
concrete links between these two 
groups.  Mothers feel increasingly 
capable of managing their children’s 
anger when it is defined in the 
context of a conflict, and when they 
use a structured problem-solving 
framework, as demonstrated in this 
session.

Dealing with conflict in parenting 
children can be demanding and 
frustrating even at the best of times.  
It is not expected that women fully 
resolve their own parenting issues 
during this group program.  It is 
important however, to emphasize 
how increased self-awareness and 
the acknowledgement of areas 
where personal growth and healing 
would be beneficial indicate the 
important beginning of resolution.  
Women need to feel validated in this 
place, and in the ongoing healing 
process.  With the consistent 
provision of community resource 
information in the group, women can 
make conscious choices about how 
and when they pursue their own 

session 8

UNDERSTANDING CONFLICT -
GUIDING CHILDREN TO SOLVE PROBLEMS 
IN HELPFUL, NOT HURTFUL WAYS
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judgemental about all emotions, as 
they evolve from our experiences 
and are quite valid.  At the same 
time, it is self-empowering for 
women to realize how negative 
thoughts often evolve from difficult 
feelings. Through the use of 
affirmations and positive self-talk, 
difficult or negative feelings can be 
changed to more positive ones. 
In doing so, the most powerful 
recognition of all for women is that 
it is much easier to act in a healthy 
and productive manner, with the 
simple shifting of negative, non-
affirming thoughts.  

EXERCISE #1
RESPONDING TO CONFLICT - 
THE CONNECTION BETWEEN 
FEELINGS, THOUGHTS, AND 
ACTIONS  

This exercise uses the cognitive 
behavioural triangle – a fundamental 
component of cognitive behavioural 
theory - to support women in 
seeing their emotional response 
to conflict, and the actions they 
choose as a result. This tool also 
allows women to explore productive 
and safe ways of acting in conflict 
situations, and serves as a basis for 
healthy modeling to children. The 
key message is that all situations 
in life elicit feelings, which naturally 
lead to corresponding thoughts - at 
which point we choose how to act.  
When women don’t take the time to 
consciously observe their 

CHECK-IN

•  Reiterate rationale and purpose 
of weekly check-in, reminding the 
group that check-in is intended to 
be brief and time-limited, and will 
often reflect or provide warm up to 
theme of the day’s group session.

Check–In Theme:  “Feelings 
About Conflict . . .”  

As introduction to this check-in, 
discuss the emotional reactions 
women have to conflict, and how 
these responses affect their children. 
Remind the women of the previous 
session on anger and how many 
children are confused about the 
difference between anger and 
abuse.  Emphasize that women who 
have been abused and children who 
have been exposed to abuse may 
have natural apprehension or difficult 
feelings and responses to conflict as 
a result.  Have women check in by 
responding to the following prompt:  

“When confronted with conflict 
my first reaction is to . . .”

THEME OF THE WEEK
“Understanding Conflict” –
Guiding Children To Solve 
Problems In Helpful, Not Hurtful 
Ways

Much of the time, thoughts are 
shaped by difficult emotions.  It is 
imperative to be objective and non-

healing – and know that in seeking this help for themselves, 
they are also supporting their children.  

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

•  Explore the roots of women’s beliefs and perceptions 
about conflict.

•  Establish the link between anger management and 
conflict resolution.

•  Validate the challenging nature of parenting when it 
involves coping with children’s emotions and behaviours 
during problematic situations, and supporting them 
through the process of conflict resolution.

•  Provide women with a basis for reframing and 
understanding conflict from a child-centred perspective, 
as a means of providing effective support.

•  Provide mothers with a practical problem-solving 
framework that can be used as a tool for conflict 
resolution.  

WELCOME

•  Provide brief description of the theme for this session, 
and review agenda.

•  Revisit group “Rights and Responsibilities.”

•  Begin discussing the pending termination of the group.  
Explore feelings and discuss both from a mother’s and a 
child’s perspective, emphasizing a positive experience of 
closure.
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situation are often influenced by 
women’s past experiences of abuse. 

4.  Finally, ask about actions women 
would take in this situation, 
given the feelings and thoughts 
just discussed.  Record these 
responses on the remaining 
corner of the triangle, which is 
then labelled with the heading 
– “Actions”.  The goal is to elicit 
and focus on those actions that 
women choose that are not 
appropriate or productive – or 
those where the outcome was not 
the most positive.  

5.  Discuss the many ways that 
women have attempted to 
respond to this kind of conflict, 
guided by their feelings and 
thoughts, only to be confronted 
with the same problem over and 
over again. 

6.  Explain that by becoming more 
aware of the emotions we 
experience and by consciously 
examining how our thoughts 
emerge from those emotions, 
we can learn to reframe negative 
thoughts to more positive ones, 
and choose more effective actions 
as a result. 

7.  This exercise can be repeated 
using different conflict situations 
that women have identified they 
struggle with in parenting their 
children. 

feelings and thoughts in conflict situations, they may react 
from an emotionally charged place.  By using the cognitive 
behavioural triangle as a tool for enhanced self-awareness, 
women can choose how to act, thereby responding, as 
opposed to reacting to conflict.    
 
The goal of this exercise is to explore how women typically 
experience common conflict situations with their children, 
and to examine the connection between their feelings, 
thoughts, and actions.   Support women in rethinking 
such situations and choosing more productive ways 
to RESPOND, as opposed to REACT when faced with 
conflict.  

 -  Have flipcharts prepared in advance, including 
one with the heading “Common Conflicts With My 
Children,” and at least 2 with large diagrams of 
triangles drawn on them.  

 -  Ask the women to brainstorm about common 
conflicts they face in parenting their children.  
Choose one example that is shared by a number 
of women such as “When my child tries to solve 
problems by using aggression” - and use this 
example to engage in the exercise as follows: 

1.  Emphasize that in a conflict situation, we all experience 
emotions, and those emotions are always valid – neither 
right nor wrong. 

2.  Ask about the many different feelings women may have 
about this particular conflict situation, and record them 
on the flipchart near one corner of the triangle which you 
then label with the heading – “Feelings”.  

3.  Next, brainstorm about the thoughts women have in 
this situation, and record them on the flipchart near the 
next corner of the triangle, which you then label with the 
heading – “Thoughts”. Discuss how these thoughts are 
directly influenced by the feelings previously identified. 
Emphasize how feelings and thoughts in a conflict 
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2. THOUGHTS

”My child is going to be an 
abuser”

”This is just like my abusive 
relationship”

”I won’t put up with this!”
“This must be my fault for 

staying so long”
”How can my child act this 

way?”
”She/he knows we left to get 

away from this!”

3. ACTIONS

I would physically intervene
I would yell and use my voice to 

get her to stop
I would walk away because it 
would be too overwhelming

I would do nothing, because I 
think it is my fault

I would be very upset and 
emotional

I would try to find out who started 
it

I would cry
I would ask why she is acting the 

same way as her Dad

PART 1

“WHEN MY CHILD TRIES TO SOLVE PROBLEMS
BY USING AGGRESSION…”

1. FEELINGS
Angry, Scared, Powerless, Discouraged
Hurt, Furious, Overwhelmed, Confused

PART 2
After completing Part 1 of the exercise, another flipchart that was prepared 
in advance is used to engage in the exercise once again, focusing on the 
same conflict situation.  Emphasize how although the feelings remain the 
same, shifting from negative to positive thinking can contribute to a different 
outcome in dealing with conflict.  This time rethink and change negative 
thoughts to more positive ones, and then brainstorm for the more productive 
actions that may then be able to naturally evolve as a result . . .

1. FEELINGS
Scared, Powerless, Discouraged, Hurt, Furious, Overwhelmed

2. THOUGHTS

(“My child is going to be an abuser!”)
- My child is healing and now re-learning new 

healthy messages

(“This is just like my abusive relationship – I 
won’t put up with it!”)

- This is not my abusive relationship – 
I can respond safely to this situation

(“This must be my fault for staying so long.”)
- I left as soon as it was safe enough

(“How can she act this way? She knows we 
left to get away from this!”)

- Kids who are exposed to abuse act this 
way – she is not trying to hurt me

3. ACTIONS

Talk to my child in a calm manner
Explain clearly and calmly that 

using abuse isn’t OK
Express my feelings about using 

aggression
Try to help my child solve the 

conflict in a healthy way
Try to help my child know what to 

do
Explore the feelings beneath the 

behaviour
Stop the fighting and problem-

solve when I felt calm
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EXERCISE #2
THE PROBLEM-SOLVING FRAMEWORK 

By understanding the connection between feelings, 
thoughts, and actions, mothers can respond to their 
children’s conflicts in more productive ways. It is important 
to engage the group in exploration and discussion of these 
alternative methods – as many women continue to struggle 
with this. Again, while the theoretical nature of the material is 
usually understood by the group as a whole, many women 
find it difficult to use the theory within the emotional context 
of parenting children who have been exposed to abuse. 
Providing women with a concrete tool to use may be very 
helpful.

1.  The “Problem-Solving Framework” used in the children’s 
program is shared with mothers in group.  Have the 
framework outlined on a flipchart, or provide handouts, 
and explain each step of the Problem-Solving process.

2.  In the spirit of “thinking through the eyes of our children”, 
the women participate in the same Problem-Solving 
activity that children engage in, using the same scenarios 
and methods.

3.  Women are divided into pairs or small groups, and 
Problem-Solving scenarios are distributed.

4.  The women discuss each scenario and apply the 
Problem-Solving framework.   Flipchart paper and 
markers are provided for recording, and the women 
choose someone to present to the larger group.

5.  As the women present their outcomes, further discussion 
is encouraged. 

6.  Women are encouraged to take blank copies of the 
Problem-Solving Framework home with them to use with 
their children. 
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CHILDREN’S GROUP REVIEW 

Facilitators must be fully 
informed about the content of 
the children’s group for this 
week, and variations utilized with 
preschoolers and adolescents.

•  The concurrent themes for the 
children’s weekly group session are 
reviewed, and the facilitator may 
share examples of the exercises 
and resources used with children 
of different ages, depending on the 
ages of the children of the women 
in the group.  

•  Ideas about age appropriate ways 
for mothers to connect with and 
engage their children in discussion 
about the outcome of their group, 
and how to best support children 
after and between their group 
sessions are highlighted.   

•  Mothers are provided with copies 
of handouts from children’s group 
sessions.

FOCUS POINTS:

1.   The Impact Of Mother’s 
Modeling:

•  Children are strongly impacted by 
modeling from adults - what the 
adults in their lives say and do on a 
daily basis.

•  Mum’s feelings, responses and 
reactions to conflict, in addition to 

how she models conflict resolution 
strategies are all significant.  

•  Emphasize the importance of 
women who have been abused 
getting the help they need to 
move beyond the resulting fears/
anxieties they may have about 
conflict as a result. It is important 
for children to experience conflict 
as a normal part of relationships, 
and to understand that conflict 
doesn’t inevitably lead to abuse. 
Children need to experience 
conflict as something that is not 
intimidating, overpowering, or 
harmful.  Children need to know 
that conflicts can be resolved in 
helpful, not hurtful ways.     

2.  Beliefs and Approach To 
Conflict Are Key:

•  Adults often INTERVENE when 
children are experiencing conflict 
by providing immediate support 
and nurturance, or applying 
consequences for inappropriate 
behaviour. We often forget to 
support children in understanding 
and learning ALTERNATIVE 
APPROACHES – healthy ways 
of resolving conflict and solving 
problems.  

•  Understanding the connection 
between thoughts, feelings, and 
actions is an important part of the 
healing process for women who 
have experienced abuse. Women 
can be empowered to take back 
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negative thoughts and reclaim positive ones. Women can 
also convey this concept to their children.

•  It helps to provide children with concrete problem-solving 
strategies and solutions, and opportunities to practice. 

CLOSURE:

•  Facilitate check-out or group closure exercise.

•  Incorporate the use of a resource such as affirmations 
cards or a theme related reading from a resource book.  

•  Emphasize the importance of “Emotional Self-Care” during 
the time between and after groups.  Highlight appropriate 
community resources available to women, and reaffirm the 
importance of making connections.

 

PROBLEM SOLVING

Step 1: What is the problem?

Step 2: What are some solutions?

Step 3: For each solution ask:
  Is it safe?
  How might people feel?
  Is it fair?
  Will it work?

Step 4: Choose a solution and use it.

Step 5:  Is it working? If not, what can I 
do now?

Second Step 1-3, (1992) Committee for Children

Community Group Treatment Program. London, Ontario
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situation. These comments are 
well-intended and meant to be 
supportive.  

What is frequently forgotten, 
however, is that despite the positive 
nature of leaving an abusive 
situation, it is also a significantly 
difficult time for many women and 
children. They feel sadness, loss, 
and grief with the ending of an 
important relationship in their lives. 
When women and children are still 
living in an abusive situation, people 
tend to avoid directly discussing the 
abuse. Once they leave, however, 
the opposite occurs and people 
have much to say about the abusive 
nature of the relationship. Women 
are often told that others didn’t know 
what to say or do at the time, but 
that they were worried, concerned 
and hopeful that the situation would 
change. Again, these comments 
are made to support the woman in 
her decision to leave. However, this 
makes it very difficult for the woman 
to talk about feelings of ambivalence 
or sadness related to ending the 
relationship. 

Rationale:

To validate the difficulties women 
and children face related to change 
and loss after leaving abusive 
situations.

Key Considerations:

I believe the greatest gift I can 
conceive of having from anyone is 
to be seen, heard, understood and 
touched by them. The greatest gift I 
can give is to see, hear, understand 
and touch another person. When 
this is done, I feel contact has been 
made.

- Virginia Satir
http://womenshistory.about.com/
library/qu/blqusati.htm

After leaving an abusive situation, 
women and their children are met 
with a diverse range of responses 
from those people connected to 
them in their lives.  Typically, support 
and praise are offered, emphasizing 
the women’s courage in surviving 
and moving on from an abusive 
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The phenomena that seems to occur once a women does 
take the steps to leave is that anyone who previously 
felt unsure about providing feedback makes sure to do 
so during this time. Strong opinions and attitudes about 
the abuser and the past situation are readily offered, and 
what is lost is the understanding, empathy, and support 
that any person benefits from with the loss of a significant 
relationship.  

An important part of the healing process after leaving an 
abusive situation is for women and children have ample 
opportunities to experience all of their feelings.  Many 
women feel uncertain about the best way to manage the 
barrage of emotions.  For one woman, the message she 
consistently received throughout her life was simply to “get 
over it.” She coped with her emotions and her children’s 
reactions by passing on the same message to her children. 
During a pre-group interview, this mother told her children 
that the abuse was over, they had left and weren’t going 
back, and that it was time to move on. In her mind, the 
emotional response being manifested in her children’s 
challenging behaviours was unnecessary and invalid – yet 
she was talking about the children’s father.  

Women need supportive connections for their own grieving 
and healing while making the transition from an abusive 
relationship. Women also need to understand that their 
children also need  time and support to identify, talk about 
and grieve their losses.  

With the sadness, though, comes happiness. Through the 
dark, comes the light.  Promoting a sense of balance by 
seeing that along with the losses come significant gains 
is an important part of the healing process, for mothers 
and their children.  Grieve the losses – celebrate positive 
choices and change!
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•  To promote the healing that 
emerges through the process 
of grieving losses, in the form of 
celebrating women’s choices and 
self-motivated changes.

•  To help women support their 
children in the process of 
identifying and grieving the 
losses and changes they have 
experienced.

•  To access the wisdom of the group 
and engage women in supporting 
one another in understanding 
and responding to children’s 
challenging behaviours that may 
be related to the experience of loss 
and change.

•  To emphasize how children’s ability 
to heal is directly contingent on 
mother’s modeling – in order for 
children to grieve the losses and 
celebrate the changes, they need 
to experience their mother doing 
the same thing.

“Do you sometimes feel all angry 
and mixed up inside and you don’t 
know why?  Greg, our family - all 
of us - have been going through a 
really hard time lately – But I just 
know that it will get better really soon 
. . .”

A MOTHER SPEAKING WITH HER 5 
YEAR OLD SON AFTER A TEMPER 
TANTRUM, IN THE VIDEO
“WHAT ABOUT US?”

“Between grief and nothing I will take 
grief”

William Faulkner
The Wild Palms

Someone recently told me she felt 
bad because she was robbed of the 
gift of mourning.  I had never heard 
mourning described that way, and 

for a moment it caught me off-guard.  
But within minutes I know exactly 
what she meant.  Having recently 

lost my mother, I knew both the joy 
and pain of the grieving experience.  
To think of missing that experience 

feels like a greater loss than the loss 
of my mother. Grief is one of the 
ranges of emotions that make us 

human.  It is good to feel, no matter 
what the emotion, for it connects us 

to our humanity.
Don’t deny yourself the gift 

of grief.
(Engel, 1993)

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

•  To validate the importance of 
acknowledging losses and the 
difficult nature of change during 
the transition from an abusive 
relationship.

•  To support women to explore 
and express all of the feelings 
associated with moving beyond 
an abusive relationship – including 
those difficult ones related to the 
impact of transition and family 
change on children.
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WELCOME

•  Provide brief description of the theme and rationale for 
this session as it relates to both children and women. 

• Review agenda.

•  Revisit and review the group guidelines

CHECK-IN

•  Reiterate rationale and purpose of weekly check-in, 
reminding the group that check-in is intended to be brief 
and time-limited, and will often reflect the theme of the 
day’s group session.

•  Request that women check-in by talking about their 
perception of their child’s experience of family changes 
and losses as a result of leaving the abusive situation.  
What are women’s observations of their children’s 
behaviours that may relate to their experience of change 
and loss?

Check–In Theme:  “My Child’s Experience Of Loss 
and  Change . . .”

“ When I think about the losses and changes my 
child has been through, that may explain these 
behaviours . . .”

THEME OF THE WEEK 
“Grieving The Losses – 
Celebrating Choices And Change!
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attractively simple model. These are 
Richard Wilson’s comments about it:
‘It may be a little fanciful. However, 
it is less rigid than suggesting that 
there are stages of grief which must 
be completed. People cannot be 
healed by shepherding them through 
a fixed treatment plan; however, 
we may be of some assistance as 
they make their way along their own 
difficult and personal journey.
Grief is a turbulent time, and 
although there may be precious 
periods of calm, violent emotions 
which had seemed to be over 
can return. They are innumerable 
and all valid. In grief there is a 
disorganisation of life and thought 
and values, but most people are 
then able to reorganise their life
in a new way. Although old emotions 
can always return in almost the 
same intensity, they do so less 
frequently and for shorter periods of 
time.’ The value of this model is that 
it emphasises the need to listen to 
parents rather than rely on a taught 
framework. Bereavement support 
requires skill and sensitivity rather 
than knowledge.
 
Taken from http://www.
radcliffe-oxford.com/books/
samplechapter/445X/
Hindmarch%20chpt%20
02-3dfee700rdz.pdf

EXERCISE #1  Option 1
EXERCISE #1  Option 2

Whirlpool of grief

This model of parental experience 
of grief comes from the work of 
Dr Richard Wilson, a consultant 
paediatrician at Kingston 
Hospital who worked closely
with bereaved parents who had lost 
a child through Sudden Infant Death
(SID). Back in the 1980s, he was 
aware that conventional models 
of grief with their stages and 
phases did not sufficiently take into 
account the experience of families 
he knew. The alternative model he 
constructed (Wilson, 1992) has been 
well received by parents trying to 
make sense of their experience.
The model depicts an unsuspecting 
oarsman rowing along the 
‘River of Life’ who is suddenly 
plunged down the ‘Waterfall of 
Bereavement’ to the The whirlpool 
carries one round and round,
visiting the same emotions time and 
again, with the occasional respite in
the shallows and the risk of 
being cast against the rocks. 
The time spent in this period of 
disorganisation will vary, and some 
who have been washed
up on a bank will choose to stay 
there. But when the time is right for 
reorganisation, the ‘River of Life’ 
leads away from the whirlpool to 
calmer waters 
Those who have come across this 
analogy have found it a helpful and
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ACKNOWLEDGING, HONOURING, AND RETHINKING 
THE LOSSES . . .

The following exercise can be facilitated in a large or small 
group format. Ask the women to think about the changes 
and losses they and their children have experienced during 
the transition from the abusive relationship. Discuss and 
record the responses on a prepared flipchart with the 
heading: 
 
“WHAT WE HAVE LOST / WHAT HAS CHANGED.”  
After the list has been completed, ask women to reframe, 
or “rethink” these losses in a positive context.  On a second 
prepared flipchart posted directly beside the first one, write 
the heading 
 
“WHAT WE HAVE GAINED / HOW THINGS ARE 
BETTER.”  
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LOSSES AND GAINS GAINS / HOW THINGS ARE BETTER

• Husband / Partner / DAD • Freedom

• My Stuff – Kids’ Toys • My family feels safer

• Family mementos • Self esteem is up for all

• Connections to relatives •  My children are more secure – believe 
I can take care of myself and them

• My Job • I can live without constant fear

• Our home – had to move • I have made new friends

• Kids had to change schools • NEW DREAMS!

• Lost friends

• Pets

• Money

• The “dream”

In engaging in the exercise 
above, the following goals are 
emphasized:

a)  DECREASE FEELINGS  
OF ISOLATION:

Explore the common difficulties 
women face related to change and 
loss after leaving abusive situations.  
Validate how change can be both 
difficult and productive.

b)  IDENTIFY LOSS AND 
VALIDATE THE NEED TO 
GRIEVE:

The experience of moving beyond an 
abusive relationship may ultimately 
lead to losses – both perceived and 
real – that may be extremely 

significant in a woman’s life, despite 
the abusive circumstances.

c)  ACKNOWLEDGE 
CHALLENGES ASSOCIATED 
WITH FAMILY CHANGE:

Explore the challenges faced by 
women both personally and as 
mothers, in relation to their children’s 
experiences and difficulties with 
family change. 

d)  REFRAME FEELINGS OF 
GUILT AND SELF-BLAME:

Acknowledge this common 
experience for women as mothers, 
due to the impact of family change 
on children.  Emphasize the 
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barriers to healing which may occur if women stay stuck 
in this place. Reinforce women’s strengths, courage, and 
resourcefulness in being able to move beyond the barriers 
to leaving an abusive situation. 

“ You are not to blame for your children being exposed 
to abuse – the abuser is responsible for choosing to use 
abuse, and for exposing the children to it . . .”
- transcribed flipchart from mothers’ group

CLOSURE:

End the discussion by pointing out the women’s strengths  
- how as women who have now survived and moved 
beyond abusive situations, they demonstrate both courage 
and resourcefulness, and how they have the power to 
make choices for themselves and their children.

“YOU are the person responsible for keeping your children 
safe by making choices, initiating changes, and leaving the 
abusive situation – YOU have interrupted the generational 
cycle of abuse”
- transcribed flipchart from mothers’ group

CHILDREN’S GROUP REVIEW 

Facilitators must be fully informed about the content 
of the children’s group for this week, and variations 
utilized with preschoolers and adolescents.

•  The concurrent themes for the children’s weekly group 
session are reviewed, and the facilitator may share 
examples of the exercises and resources used with 
children of different ages, depending on the ages of the 
children of the women in the group.  
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3.  AMBIVALENCE AND 
CONFLICTING FEELINGS:

•  Point out that a child needs 
support for a wide range of often 
conflicting feelings, and this is 
a key factor in healing from the 
experience of being exposed to 
abuse. 

4. “RESILIENCY”:

•  Discuss the problematic message 
society promotes through the 
rationalization that children are 
“resilient” to the trauma, loss, and 
change associated with being 
exposed to violence against 
women.  Children are equally 
affected by these experiences 
as adults and don’t just “bounce 
back.” With the support of adults 
however, children can heal.

5.  “STATEMENT BUCKET” 
EXERCISE:

If time permits, women may enjoy 
engaging in this exercise that takes 
place in the children’s group.

•  Describe the rationale, goals, and 
process of this exercise.  

-   Provide mothers with the 
opportunity to play the “Statement 
Bucket” exercise just as their 
children do in their own groups.  

•  Ideas about age appropriate ways 
for mothers to connect with and 
engage their children in discussion 
about the outcome of their group, 
and how to best support children 
after and between their group 
sessions are highlighted.   

•  Mothers are provided with copies 
of handouts from children’s group 
sessions.

FOCUS POINTS:

1.  DISCUSSION ABOUT FAMILY 
CHANGES:

 
•  Review content and rationale for 

this section. The primary goal is 
to support and validate children 
in safely identifying, talking about, 
and grieving losses and family 
changes that have been the result 
of making the transition from the 
abusive situation.

2.  CHANGE IN RELATIONSHIP 
TO DAD:

 
•  Discuss the nature of children’s 

ongoing relationships to their 
father, if he was the abuser.  
Mothers need to find a way to 
support and value the ongoing 
connection children have to their 
fathers, while honouring their own 
experience at the same time.  
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-  Have mothers thinking “through the eyes of their children” 

– women take turns picking statements out of the bucket 
and then respond by stating how they feel their children 
may respond to the statements that they choose.  

(i.e.)  “The best thing about my  
family is . . .”

 “My mum helps me by . . .”
 “When I visit my dad I . . .”

CLOSURE:

• Facilitate check-out or group closure exercise.

•  Incorporate the use of a resource such as affirmation 
cards or a theme related reading from a resource book.  

•  Emphasize the importance of “Emotional Self-Care” 
during the time between and after groups.  Highlight 
appropriate community resources available to women, 
and reaffirm the importance of making connections.

Read aloud, or provide a reading that reflects of the 
powerful and positive experience of change – see 
handout example on the following page . . .
 

Courage

Courage looks you straight in the eye.  She is not 
impressed with power trippers, and she knows first aid.  
Courage is not afraid to weep, and she is not afraid to 
pray, even when she is not sure who she is praying to.  
When she walks, it is clear she has made the journey from 
loneliness to solitude.  The people who told me she was 
stern were not lying:  they just forgot to mention she was 
kind.

J. RUTH GENDLER
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Courage is indeed kind. It gives us 
the strength to endure the most 
horrendous types of abuse and to 
triumph over them. It gives us the 
will to change those things about 
ourselves that we once thought 
unchangeable. It gives us the power 
to stand up to those who have been 
abusive and say we are not going to 
take it anymore.  

You have shown a tremendous 
amount of courage in facing the 
truth about being abused, and in 
deciding to do something about it. 
It has taken real courage to get this 
far in your healing and to face all the 
painful truths you have had to face 
so far.

Give yourself credit for being 
one of those with the courage 
to begin the journey and the 
determination to stick it out 
when the pain seems intolerable.    

(Engel, 1993)

 



UNDERSTANDING

UNDERSTANDING
RESPONSIBILITY
FOR ABUSE

UNDERSTANDING RESPONSIBILITY
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Rationale:

To examine the issue of responsibility for abuse, exploring 
perceptions from both a mother’s and a child’s perspective. 
This session promotes the accurate understanding of 
accountability for abusive behaviour as another important 
element of the healing process. 

Key Considerations:

The issue of responsibility for abuse appears to be one of 
the most challenging concepts for women to understand 
and reconcile within themselves. In reflecting upon their 
abuser’s behaviour, frequently women describe how 
“in theory,” they understand the concept of personal 
accountability for abuse. At the same time these same 
women describe having great difficulty reconciling their 
feelings about accountability for the abuse that was inflicted 
upon them. Their recurring experience is often that of 
rationalizing or redirecting the blame for a past partner’s 
abusive behaviour, contributing to barriers in progressing 
with their own personal healing process.  

Understanding responsibility for abuse is a very 
complicated issue for women themselves who were the 
victims of the abuse. Abusers deny responsibility, frequently 
to the extent that women become completely isolated in 
confusion, misdirected blame, or self-blame for the abuse 
inflicted upon them. Recognize and validate the different 
stages of healing women in the group may be in. The 
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in their lives – often being their 
father. Children need to understand 
the situation with an understanding 
of the theory of accountability for 
abuse at a level that matches the 
child’s development, and that also 
considers the ongoing relationship 
between the children and their 
fathers. Although it can be difficult 
for mothers, the reality is that in 
many cases, children and fathers 
continue to be connected. Clearly 
women deserve the opportunity to 
vent about their anger and other 
difficult feelings about the abuser, 
but doing so in the presence of the 
children is problematic.    

In a safe and supportive group 
environment, women can be 
provided with the support they need 
and learn how to convey honest 
messages about accountability 
without minimizing the abuse, and 
at the same time respect their 
children’s sensitivities and feelings 
about the abuser. During these 
discussions, there are almost always 
women present in the group who 
have found ways to move beyond 
the barriers, who can relate to 
those who continue to feel “stuck” 
or unresolved, yet who can also 
provide a different perspective. The 
most powerful opportunities during 
the group process arise when the 
participants themselves provide 
the forum in which women feel 
validated and understood, leading 
into practical discussions about the 
process of moving beyond the 

perceptions that resulted from the 
abuser’s behaviours often take a 
good deal of time to overcome.  

At the same time, mothers need 
to consider how their perceptions 
influence their children’s perceptions. 
The barriers they have encountered 
to healing from the impact of abuse 
may also become barriers for their 
children. In order to support their 
children in accurately understanding 
the issue of responsibility, women’s 
own understanding must be healthy 
and accurate. Women who are 
ready need to feel self-empowered 
and confident in appropriately 
assigning blame for abusive 
behaviour to their abuser, but also 
recognize the importance of doing 
so in a productive and healthy 
way – especially in consideration of 
children’s perceptions at different 
developmental stages. Mothers 
need information about how 
children of different ages have 
different corresponding perceptions 
about accountability for abusive 
behaviour. Young children are unable 
to cognitively understand certain 
concepts about accountability, 
and attempting to impose this 
understanding could be harmful as 
opposed to productive. A mother 
who speaks negatively and harshly 
about the person who abused her in 
the presence of the children may be 
contributing to added difficulties for 
them in resolving their understanding 
of the situation.  For many children, 
the abusive person was significant 

session 10

“UNDERSTANDING 
RESPONSIBILITY FOR ABUSE”
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barriers to the healing process.  The women who have 
succeeded in doing so provide the inspiration, which is so 
valuable for women needing a sense of renewed hope for 
the future.   

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES  

•  In a safe and supportive environment women to have the 
opportunity to reflect upon and discuss their perceptions 
about the issue of responsibility for the abuse. 

•  To discuss about the recurring experience many women 
have of rationalizing or redirecting the blame for a past 
partner’s abusive behaviour, impeding their own personal 
healing process. 

•  For women to reflect on how their beliefs and perceptions 
about the issues of accountability and responsibility for 
abusive behaviour influence their child’s perceptions.

•  For women to see how an accurate understanding of the 
responsibility for abusive behaviour enhances the ability 
to develop effective personal safety plans.

•  To support women in maintaining sensitivity to the 
positive feelings many children continue to have for her 
past partner, despite the abusive behaviour.  

•  To identify the importance of talking about responsibility 
for abuse age appropriately with their children, so as to 
avoid dismantling beliefs children may have developed 
as a means of coping with and making sense of the 
situation.

WELCOME

•  Provide brief description of the theme for this session, 
and review the agenda.
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accountability for abusive behaviour, 
it is of benefit to identify the many 
valid reasons that women become 
isolated in abusive situations.  
This process is initiated through 
the examination of the common 
question – “Why do women stay 
in abusive relationships?” followed 
by discussion of the problematic 
nature of the question itself.  The 
underlying message in this question 
suggests that women are somehow 
responsible for the abuse inflicted 
on them. Women are supported in 
rethinking their experiences – and 
examining the many barriers that 
exist which contribute to women 
feeling trapped, isolated, or unsafe 
in leaving.  Women have the 
opportunity to re-think the reasons 
they “stayed” in the reframed context 
of survival and safety.  Through 
validating women’s resourcefulness 
in finding the means of coping in 
their abusive situations, as well using 
the Power and Control Wheel as 
a tool in examining the complexity 
behind the many inter-related tactics 
and strategies inflicted upon women, 
women’s strengths and courage are 
highlighted. The strategies abusers 
utilize are complex, powerful, and 
systematic. Women learn that 
abusers make the conscious choice 
to inflict abusive behaviours on 
women as a means of having power 
and control over them – that women 
don’t choose to “stay” in abusive 
situations; however they comply with 
or resist abusive tactics, dependant 
on personal safety factors for 

•  Revisit group “Rights and 
Responsibilities”.

CHECK-IN

•  Ask the women to share how they 
are feeling about coming to the 
group so far (now we are halfway 
through)and if they have noticed 
any changes in their children.

Check–In Theme:  “Feelings 
About Responsibility For Abuse 
. . .”

“ When I think about who was 
responsible for the abuse
that happened in my situation I 
believe . . .”

THEME OF THE WEEK 
“Who Is Responsible 
When Abuse Happens?” – 
Understanding Accountability 
For Abuse

The following exercises are intended 
to provide women with opportunities 
to deconstruct complex and 
confusing societal misconceptions 
about responsibility for abuse. 
Women’s interpretations and feelings 
about their own relationships and 
abusive situations are discussed and 
reframed.  As a means of accurately 
conveying messages regarding an 
abuser’s 
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themselves and their children involved in doing so.  
Abusers are entirely responsible for their choice to use the 
abusive strategies they inflicted. Women and children are 
not to blame.  Mothers are commended and recognized in 
resourcefulness, strength, courage, and survival.  

WARM-UP ACTIVITY:  

“What does RESPONSIBILITY mean?”
Begin with a brainstorm session about the issue of 
responsibility.  The simple goal of this session is to have 
women reflect upon GENERAL ideas about the concept of 
responsibility:

•  Brainstorm broadly about women’s perceptions about 
what responsibility means, for example:

 RESPONSIBILITY MEANS . . .

 - Taking care of my children
 - Maintaining an adequate source of income
 - Telling the truth
 -  Examining my own problems and taking care of 

them
 - Admitting when you’ve done something wrong

•  Once women have given a list of appropriate examples, 
reflect back on comments women made at check-in 
related to responsibility for abuse.  

•  Point out the discrepancies between women’s 
“theoretical” understanding of the issue of responsibility 
as brainstormed in this exercise, versus their personal 
feelings about responsibility for the abuse inflicted upon 
them as discussed during check in.  

•  Emphasize how many women struggle with conflicted 
feelings about responsibility for abuse, validating this as a 
common experience. 
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the strand) and then back to the 
middle. This should mean that a 
web is created, with strands going 
between each person and back to 
the center each time. The person in 
the middle should be holding lots of 
strands which hopefully produces 
a visual image of being caught in a 
web of valid reasons why someone 
may find it hard to leave. Try to 
make sure a variety of reasons are 
discussed.

2.  Identify the barriers that exist 
for abused women in accurately 
placing the responsibility for 
abuse, given the general lack of 
societal support that perpetuates 
the myths such as “women could 
easily leave if they wanted to” OR 
“a good mother would leave for 
the sake of the children.”

EXERCISE #1
WHY DO WOMEN “STAY”? 

To encourage more reflection on 
this issue, the following exercise 
may be used.  The overall goal 
is that women feel an enhanced 
sense of clarity and validation about 
the reasons why women “stay” in 
abusive relationships, thus further 
moving beyond misdirected blame 
and accountability.

1.  Ask the women to think about the 
question “Why do women stay 
in abusive situations?”  Identify 
this as a very common question 
that many women have been 
asked. Have women reflect upon 
the many ways – directly and 
indirectly – that they have been 
asked this question. Explore 
the underlying implications to 
this question related to blaming 
women for the abuse they 
experienced. An interactive way 
to do this is to ask the women to 
stand in a circle. One facilitator 
should stand in the center, with 
another volunteer (or the othe 
facilitator). The person in the 
middle holds the end of a ball of 
string/wool. The facilitator asks 
the women to call out reasons 
why women may find it hard to 
leave a relationship. As someone 
calls one out, the facilitator takes 
the ball of string and passes it 
to the person who made the 
suggestion (who then holds onto 
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Have women think specifically about the question, and elicit 
responses such as

Reasons Women “STAY”
in Abusive Relationships

• I didn’t know where to turn…
• No money to support my family…
• No one will believe me…
• I need to keep my family together…
• My children need a Dad…
•  I feel embarrassed, ashamed, maybe this is as good as it 

gets…
•  Maybe he will change, things will get better…
•  I can’t go against my religious beliefs…
•  I don’t want to bring shame on my family
• What If he takes my children?

THE LIST IS ENDLESS, AND EACH SITUATION AS 
UNIQUE AS THOSE INVOLVED IN IT …

3.  Conclude by emphasizing how women are not 
responsible for abusive behaviour – that women don’t 
choose to “stay” in abusive relationships, however they 
cope and survive in relation to the MANY powerful 
barriers to leaving.  

 
EXERCISE #2
THE POWER AND CONTROL WHEEL

The purpose of this exercise is for women to consider the 
many different complex and systematic tactics that abusers 
use to maintain power and control in relationships.

•  Provide handouts, or use a flipchart of the Power and 
Control Wheel. The wheel plus a copy of the Equality 
wheel can be downloaded at www.theduluthmodel.org 
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The National Center for Domestic 
and Sexual Violence (http://www.
ncdsv.org/publications_wheel.html) 
provides a wide variety of wheels 
that are modified to reflect the 
diversity of women’s experiences 
– for example wheels adapted for 
those who are deaf,  those who 
have disabilities, for Muslim women,  
those in lesbian or gay relationships 
as well as being available in a variety 
of languages.  

•  Explain “the Wheel,” highlighting 
how an abuser chooses to use 
specific strategies, directed at a 
specific person, at specific times. 
Abusers aren’t randomly using 
violence towards all people in their 
lives. Clearly, the use of abuse 
involves deliberate choice.  

•  Explain that this tool was 
developed to provide a clear 
visual understanding of the many 
complex ways in which abusers 
use specific strategies and tactics 
to gain power and control over 
women.  Emphasize that the 
tactics used are very powerful, and 
for many women lead to a sense 
of isolation and feeling trapped, 
creating barriers to “leaving” 

•  Conclude with discussion of 
the Power and Control Wheel 
as a means of integrating all the 
concepts related to accurately 
understanding responsibility for 
abuse.

Many women have described 
how becoming informed about 
the Power and Control Wheel 
was a “turning point”.  Women 
describe feeling fully validated 
and understood for the first 
time in the recognition of 
the complexity of an abusive 
situation, and the danger and 
difficulty to leaving - thus 
beginning to resolve mixed 
and conflicting feelings about 
responsibility for abuse.

•  Some women express an interest 
in understanding the dynamics of 
abuse in more detail. Facilitators 
can recommend some useful 
resources if it feels appropriate to 
do so and providing that materials 
are safe to have in the family 
home. Unfortunately, not many 
resources are translated into other 
languages or adapted for the blind 
or deaf community so although 
beneficial to some women may 
exclude these women and also 
those with poor literacy skills or 
those for who English is not their 
first language.
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•  Recommended Reading Resources:
 
•  Power and Control: Why Charming Men can Make 

dangerous Lovers By Sandra Horley

•  Why does he do that: Inside the minds of angry and 
controlling men by Lundy Bancroft

CHILDREN’S GROUP REVIEW 

Facilitators must be fully informed about the content 
of the children’s group for this week, and variations 
utilized with preschoolers and adolescents.

•  The concurrent themes for the children’s weekly group 
session are reviewed, and the facilitator may share 
examples of the exercises and resources used with 
children of different ages, depending on the ages of the 
children of the women in the group.  

•  Ideas about age appropriate ways for mothers to 
connect with and engage their children in discussion 
about the outcome of their group, and how to best 
support children after and between their group sessions 
are highlighted.   

•  Mothers are provided with copies of handouts from 
children’s group sessions.

•  Finally the women should be provided with a copy of the 
Equality Wheel and given an opportunity to review and 
discuss it.

Focus Points:

1.   Talking About Responsibility With Children At  
Different Ages:

•  Preschool Children – Discuss how children at this 
stage think in egocentric ways and may attribute violence 
to something that they did. Preschoolers are 
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ambivalence they feel after seeing 
one parent hurt the other.  (Baker, 
Cunningham 2004)  This coping 
mechanism is important because 
it helps children get through 
times of stress and crisis, and 
responding sensitively to them is 
crucial.  Children at this stage are 
beginning to understand the impact 
of abuse on both their mother and 
themselves and may benefit from 
exploring this further; however they 
may not be ready to focus on the 
person who was abusive as being 
solely responsible. The emphasis 
for children at this stage still needs 
to be in understanding that they 
themselves are not responsible for 
the abuse.

•  Adolescents - 
Discuss the concept of cognitive 
distortions as adolescents 
experience this with regards to the 
issue of responsibility for abuse.  
At this age, teens are better 
able to draw similarities to their 
own experiences than younger 
children, and the message about 
responsibility and accountability 
for abuse can be addressed with 
them. Discuss the importance of 
the inherent message still being 
that teens are not responsible 
for the abuse that happened in 
their family, but also one that 
emphasizes that abusers are 
ultimately responsible for their own 
actions.  When appropriate to the 
group, facilitators are encouraged 
to engage with women as in some 

developmentally unable to factor 
intent when trying to make sense 
of what happened in their family.  
Understanding their preschool 
children’s experiences may be 
difficult for mothers if not heard 
with objectivity and understanding. 
Women can better cope with the 
sometimes-challenging nature of 
their children’s beliefs by reaching 
out to supports and discussing 
these issues. This in turn leads to 
mothers’ enhanced sensitivity and 
ability to support their children in 
clearly understanding that they are 
not responsible for the abuse.   

•  Primary School Aged Children 
– Discuss how children at this 
stage are more sophisticated in 
their thinking about what is right 
and wrong, and can factor fairness 
and intent in their understanding.  
The challenge at this age 
is that children may believe 
rationalizations or myths they have 
heard to justify abuse, such as that 
alcohol is the cause for abuse, or 
that the victim deserves it.  They 
may also blame themselves if any 
justifications for abuse appear in 
their minds to be linked to them.   
 
At this stage children may need 
to explain a father’s violence using 
such external factors because the 
alternative is to believe that the 
parent is trying to be cruel and 
hurtful on purpose.  Explaining 
the violence in this way may help 
children manage the confusion and 



95

Se
c
ti

o
n
 5

 
of the teen groups, about understanding the common myths 
that perpetuate societal misconceptions and misdirected 
blame for violence against women. In doing so, women are 
provided with an idea of how to further connect and engage 
with their teens about the issue of responsibility for violence 
against women.    
          
(Cunningham & Baker, 2004) 

CLOSURE:

• Facilitate check-out or group closure exercise.

•  Incorporate the use of a resource such as affirmation cards 
or a theme related reading from a resource book.  

•  Emphasize the importance of “Emotional Self-Care” during 
the time between and after groups.  Highlight appropriate 
community resources available to women, and reaffirm the 
importance of making connections.
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Violence against women in adult relationships is generally defined as: The 
intentional and systematic use of tactics to establish and maintain power and 
control over the thoughts, beliefs, and conduct of a woman. The tactics can 
include, but are not limited to, the examples below.

Originally developed by
The Domestic Abuse Intervention Project, Duluth, USA

Further adapted by
London Abused Women’s Centre
Ontario Canada



STAYING 
THE IMPACT OF ABUSE

SELF CARE WHILE MOTHAND THEIR
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Rationale:
To help women understand the importance of finding time 
for self-care, particularly while healing from the impact of 
an abusive relationship.

Key Considerations:

“Self-care is essential for our survival, it is essential as the 
basis for healthy, authentic relationships, it is essential if 
we honestly want to nurture the people we care about.  

Self-care is not selfish or self-indulgent.  We cannot 
nurture others from a dry well. We need to take care of 
our own needs first, then we can give from our surplus, 

our abundance.  When we nurture others from a place of 
fullness, we feel renewed instead of taken advantage of.  

And they feel renewed too, instead of guilty.  
We have something precious to give others when we have 
been comforting and caring for ourselves, and building up 

self-love.” 
(Louden, 1992)

Even in the healthiest, most productive situations, 
maintaining a healthy level of self-care is a common 
struggle for women. Most of us are aware of the 
importance of self-care. As women, we can be incredibly 
competent overall in life - juggling a full time job with being 
mother and partner, managing multifaceted “to do” lists, 
maintaining a social life and seemingly taking care 
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In fact, for women to support their 
children in healing, self-care is 
of the utmost importance. It is a 
challenging yet essential message 
for mothers: being able to take 
the best care of their children 
means finding time to take care of 
themselves. The implicit message 
needs to be that women who have 
survived abusive relationships 
are incredibly strong women, and 
competent, nurturing mothers. 
Coping with the turmoil and 
trauma of an abusive relationship 
is incredibly difficult. Women need 
to hear messages that make them 
feel worthy of self-care. A woman’s 
incredible capacity to survive 
untenable situations, taking care of 
her children at the same time needs 
to be validated.  And at the same 
time, the value and importance 
of finding time for self-care now, 
outside of the abusive situation – for 
herself, and for the benefit of her 
children, needs to be emphasized. 

One metaphor that has proven 
valuable in conveying this is simple 
and silly, and involves thinking about 
houseplants  . . . 

of everything, and everyone - yet 
the crucial person in this picture is 
being missed.  Self-care remains on 
the low priority list, or often doesn’t 
appear at all.  

Women who have survived and 
moved beyond abusive relationships 
must also handle the process of 
healing from the impact of the 
abuse, while helping her children to 
do so at the same time. For these 
women, self-care may be something 
that hasn’t even been considered 
for a very long time. Coping in an 
abusive relationship requires living 
in a hyper-vigilant state each day, 
directing all available time, energy, 
and attention on the abusive person.  
Focusing on the needs and wants of 
everyone else becomes paramount 
for survival and safety. Self-care for 
most women in abusive relationships 
is not realistic, or safe. Once out of 
the abusive situation, many women 
still have the perception that self-
care is something they can do 
without, at least temporarily. Given 
the many stressors and difficulties 
women encounter in making the 
progression towards healing, self 
care once again becomes something 
that women visualize as a luxury 
– something to long for and look 
forward to sometime in the distant 
future.  This is reinforced by the 
reality that even at the best of times, 
many women neglect self-care. The 
challenge is to convince women that 
self-care must be a priority.  

session 11

THE IMPORTANCE OF SELF CARE WHILE 
MOTHERS AND THEIR CHILDREN HEAL FROM 
THE IMPACT OF ABUSE
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  Some varieties of houseplants are incredibly 

resilient. Most people have had the 
experience of owning and forgetting about 
a plant.  Amazingly, some plants that seem 
to have suffered the most incredible neglect 
can survive.  Once provided with just enough 
of the needed water and light, withered, 
dry, and seemingly lifeless plants can often 
bounce back.  Even if these poor plants are 
forgotten about once again, they still have the 
potential to survive chronic inconsistent care 
and attention!  However, these plants tend 
to be small and their foliage sparse.  They 
are unlikely to bloom. On the other hand, 
with very basic regular attention - including 
adequate sunlight and watering, these same, 
previously neglected plants can fully bounce 
back.  In a short time, plants that were 
merely surviving have the potential to thrive 
abundantly- and eventually even bloom  . . . 
(imagine if you were to give them fertilizer!)

The message is clear. Now out of the abusive relationship, 
with the necessary support, validation, guidance, and 
practice – women too can move from surviving, to thriving, 
through the practice of self-care.

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

•  Identify barriers to self-care that women are faced with 
while in an abusive relationship.

•  Discuss the importance of self-care for women’s ongoing 
healing from the impact of abuse.

•  Explore women’s ideas about personal self-care 
strategies and necessary steps and solutions to 
overcoming the barriers.
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of the last time they took care of 
themselves, and their feelings about 
self care…  

“The last time I remember doing 
something just for myself, what I 
did was . . .”

The tone in this discussion is 
intended to be light.  It is essential 
that women feel safe in disclosing 
their lack of self-care, and related 
feelings.  Women may share the 
range of feelings they experience 
related to self care - from sad, guilty, 
and hopeless, to feeling convinced 
that they can live without it. Use 
the check-in as an opportunity for 
women to openly and honestly begin 
sharing and reflecting upon how 
they bring about self care in their 
lives, whatever the circumstance. 
It is important that women feel 
comfortable sharing both healthy 
and less healthy self-care strategies 
they may rely on. The barriers to 
healthy self care may begin to 
surface and will be further explored 
later in the group session.

•  Parallel how practicing healthy 
self-care has a positive impact 
on women’s parenting, while at 
the same time provides important 
messages to children about self 
esteem as their mothers’ modeling 
influences them.    

•  Discuss self-care from a holistic 
perspective that encompasses 
physical, emotional, and spiritual 
self-care strategies.  

WELCOME

•  Provide brief description of the 
theme and rationale for this 
session as it relates to both 
children and women.  

•  Review and discuss women’s 
personalized plans for the final 
group to take place next session.

CHECK-IN

•  Engage women in a check-in 
that provides a distinct warm up 
to the topic of self-care.  Remind 
women that the intent of the group 
is to enlighten, and inform, and 
that MANY women struggle with 
making sufficient time for self-care 
in their lives. 

Check–In Theme:  “Oh – Sweet 
Memories Of Self Care . . .”

Request that women check-in by 
talking about their recollections 
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THEME OF THE WEEK
“The Importance Of Self Care” –
While Mothers And Their Children Heal From The 
Impact Of Abuse

 

EXERCISE #1 
CHECKING YOUR BASIC NEEDS ~ A SELF 
EVALUATION FOR SELF-CARE

The following exercise is facilitated in the large group 
format, using a self-evaluation taken from The Woman’s 
Comfort Book ~ A Self Nurturing Guide for Restoring 
Balance in Your Life, by Jennifer Louden, on the following 
page.  The purpose of the exercise is to support women 
to see that self-care begins with the basics. Many women 
must first take stock of how well they are meeting their 
overall basic needs in order to develop a personal self-care 
regime. Reassure the women: “These questions are not 
meant to make you feel bad or guilty. They are only meant 
as kind reminders to help you see how you are currently 
caring for yourself.”   

1.  The group facilitator slowly reads each question from the 
checklist aloud, and women are provided with paper and 
pens to record their responses privately. The facilitator 
can observe how women respond to each question 
based on reactions and comments made, and ensure 
that women aren’t left feeling isolated in their experience 
of completing the checklist. As well, it can be very 
therapeutic to promote a sense of fun while engaging 
in a sometimes very sensitive topic and the large group 
seems to offer more opportunities for humour.

2.  Emphasize that the purpose is NOT to make women 
feel badly, or to highlight their lack of self care in their 
lives, but to provide them with a framework for self-
assessment of the ways in which they do care for 
themselves, and the areas in which they are lacking.
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•  Do you eat something fresh and 
unprocessed every day?

•  Do you allow time in your week to 
appreciate nature, no matter how 
briefly?

•  Do you get enough sunlight, 
especially in winter?

• Do you drink enough water?

•  Do you see your gynaecologist 
(or the equivalent) at least once a 
year?

•  Do you see a dentist every six 
months?

•  Do you know enough about your 
body and health needs?

•  Do you get regular sexual 
pleasure?

•  Do you feel you get enough fun 
exercise?

• Do you make time for friendship?

• Do you nurture your friendships?

•  Do you have friends you can call 
when you are down who really 
listen?

•  Can you honestly ask for help 
when you need it?

•  Do you regularly release your 
negative emotions?

3.  Once complete, ask about 
women’s experiences and feelings 
as they completed the checklist. 
This decreases isolation and 
encourages sharing of difficult 
feelings such as guilt and 
inadequacy. The primary goal 
is to validate and normalize the 
many barriers that women face in 
relation to finding the time and the 
means to take care of themselves 
in their lives.

4.  As closure, and to create a link 
to the next exercise, emphasize 
the importance of women finding 
ways to overcome the barriers to 
meeting their basic needs, and 
taking beginning steps to self-
care. Even seemingly small steps 
make a big difference.

 
CHECKING YOUR BASIC NEEDS

When to do it

•  When you are vaguely dissatisfied, 
depressed or tense.

•  When you can’t remember the last 
time you got a good night’s sleep, 
relaxed, or ate a healthy meal.

What to do:  A checklist
This list will help you create a picture 
of your lifestyle.  Check off the needs 
you are meeting regularly.

•  Do you usually get six to eight 
hours of sleep?
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•  Do you forgive yourself when you make a mistake?

•  Do you do things that give you a sense of fulfilment, joy 
and purpose?

•  Is there abundant beauty in your life?

• Do you make time for solitude?

•  Are you getting daily or weekly spiritual nourishment?

•  Can you remember the last time you laughed until you 
cried?

•  Do you ever accept yourself for who you are?

These questions are not meant to make you feel bad or 
guilty.  They are only meant as kind reminders to help you 
see how you are currently caring for yourself.  

(Louden, 1992)
 
EXERCISE #2:
SELF-CARE:  WHAT I WOULD LIKE TO DO, WHY I 
DON’T ~ AND HOW TO MAKE IT HAPPEN!

The Common Barriers Women Experience to 
Practicing Self Care
The following exercise takes place in 3 parts, in the form of 
a brainstorm and follow-up discussion.  The exercise can 
be facilitated in the large group, or the women can divide 
into pairs for discussion, later returning to the larger group.
 
In advance, have 3 flipcharts prepared with the following 
headings:
  
1. What I would like to do . . .
2. Why I don’t  . . .
3. How to make it happen!
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“I can get along without it” 
“I don’t have enough money”

Incorporate discussion of social 
perceptions of women and 
expectations of women as mothers, 
and relate these to the barriers 
women are already experiencing. 
Validate how many women have 
difficulty feeling worthy of self-care, 
particularly when the need for self-
care was diminished in the context 
of an abusive relationship.     

3.  HOW TO MAKE IT HAPPEN!

At this point, return to the list of 
women’s self-care wishes that 
they started with, and begin to 
concretely discuss the ways in 
which women can achieve their 
self-care goals. Point out the value 
of even the simplest forms of healthy 
self-care. Many women believe 
that they don’t have the money or 
resources necessary to take care 
of themselves. They cannot afford 
expensive trips or days at the spa, 
but self care doesn’t have to take 
these forms. Support the group in 
problem-solving realistic ways of 
overcoming the barriers.  Challenge 
women to think “outside of the box”.  
Simply sitting down for 15 minutes 
of solitude each evening, lighting a 
scented candle, or enjoying a cup 
of herbal tea sipped slowly from a 
china teacup purchased at a tag 
sale can all contribute to self-care, 
although some women may not 
have considered these. Explore as 

1.  SELF CARE - WHAT I WOULD 
LIKE TO DO . . .

Ask women to think broadly about 
their self-care “wish list.”  In what 
ways would women like to engage 
in self-care?  In an ideal situation, 
what would they like to do?  The 
tone of the exercise should be 
positive and fun.  Encourage women 
to think both “big and small” – and 
gather responses from both ends 
of the continuum. Self-care doesn’t 
have to be extravagant, but on a 
wish list - anything goes! All kinds 
of responses should arise, including 
everything from “I’d just like to 
have a nice bath” to “I’d love to go 
on a trip somewhere.”  Record as 
many of the women’s responses as 
possible on the flipchart.

2. WHY I DON’T …

In part 2 of this exercise, begin to 
explore the barriers women face 
in following through with self-care.  
Ask women to reflect upon the 
“wish list”, and begin to explore the 
reasons why women don’t take care 
of themselves in the ways that they 
would like to.  What stops you, or 
what gets in the way?  Women will 
begin to respond with many different 
responses such as:
  
“I don’t think it is so important” 
“I’m way too busy taking care of 
my kids “
“I’m too tired at the end of 
the day”
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many diverse, realistic, low cost and no cost self strategies 
that the group can think of.   The key message of this 
exercise is that engaging in healthy self-care strategies every 
day is an important factor in relation to women’s healing 
from the impact of abuse, as taking care of oneself inevitably 
leads to self-value, self esteem, and self confidence. 
Women need to recognize that they deserve to take care 
of themselves, and that positive impact of self-care will 
help carry women through the challenges faced in daily life.  
Additionally, it is important to convey the positive impact 
that mother’s self-care will have on their children. Although 
the children may initially not understand it, their mother’s 
self-care will ultimately have a positive impact on them.  
Women’s modeling self-care tells children that “mothers are 
important” and women’s increased sense of self naturally 
makes children feel protected and safe.      

EXERCISE #3:
BALANCING  PHYSICAL, EMOTIONAL, AND 
SPIRITUAL SELF-CARE

The following exercise takes the exploration of women’s 
self-care several steps further.  The goal of this exercise is to 
facilitate women’s thinking about self-care more broadly in 3 
interrelated areas – including thinking about body, mind, and 
spirit:  

•  Physical Self Care – taking care of one’s physical body

•  Emotional Self Care – taking care of one’s feelings, 
emotional well being

•  Spiritual Self Care – taking care of one’s spirit, or spiritual 
sense of well being – having hope for the future, feeling 
positive about personal choices, peace of mind.

1.  Prepare in advance by cutting 3 large circles out of 
blank paper.  Label each circle in the centre with one of 
the following headings:  body (physical self care), mind 
(emotional self-care), and spirit (spiritual self care).  
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•  Ideas about age appropriate ways 
for mothers to connect with and 
engage their children in discussion 
about the outcome of their group, 
and how to best support children 
after and between their group 
sessions are highlighted.   

•  Mothers are provided with copies 
of handouts from children’s group 
sessions.

FOCUS POINTS:

Once again, the content of this 
session does not exactly match 
that of the children’s session, which 
focuses on self-esteem. Help the 
mothers see how these topics are 
related.

CLOSURE:

• Facilitate check-out or group 
closure exercise.

•  Incorporate the use of a resource 
such as affirmation cards or a 
theme related reading from a 
resource book.  

•  Emphasize the importance of 
“Emotional Self-Care” during the 
time between and after groups.  
Highlight appropriate community 
resources available to women, and 
reaffirm the importance of making 
connections.

2.  Divide the women into 3 small 
groups, providing each group with 
one of the circles. Ask each group 
to come up with examples of self-
care in their corresponding area. 

3.  Have each group report back with 
the examples they came up with 
and an explanation of why each is 
important. 

4.  Discuss the effects of engaging 
in self-care in one area only. What 
would be the result of completely 
leaving out one area? Why is it 
beneficial to incorporate self-care 
in all three areas?

5.  Conclude by taping the 3 circles 
up at the front of the room so 
that they each intersect one 
another.  Discuss the importance 
of balance and a holistic approach 
to self-care.

CHILDREN’S GROUP REVIEW 

Facilitators must be fully informed 
about the content of the children’s 
group for this week, and variations 
utilized with preschoolers and 
adolescents.

•  The concurrent themes for the 
children’s weekly group session are 
reviewed, and the facilitator may 
share examples of the exercises 
and resources used with children 
of different ages, depending on the 
ages of the children of the women 
in the group.  
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Rationale:

To honour women’s commitment to healing from the 
impact of violence against women, both for their children 
and themselves.  To provide an opportunity for women to 
celebrate their time spent together, and to say goodbye.

Key Considerations:

The final group session for women is to be personalized, 
meaningful, and representative of the particular members of 
each group.  The final group celebration will be as unique 
as group members are themselves, and planning for the 
final session should begin several weeks in advance.  

The theme of the celebration should be determined by the 
women themselves during the planning process.  In past 
groups, the celebration has frequently centred around a 
special meal in a variety of forms – a potluck lunch, an 
outdoor barbecue, a culturally diverse meal representative 
of group members, take out food (ordered in by group 
facilitators), and even pizza and ice cream cake parties, 
in the name of “thinking through the eyes of children!”  In 
other groups, tea and dessert celebrations have been 
organized. In one group, women cooked a meal together, 
each contributing their own personal elements in doing so. 
A positive healthy experience of sharing food together can 
enhance the celebratory nature of the final group session; 
but the event must fit your group, setting and resources.  
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structure and framework of the 
group, establishing a clear beginning 
and ending, while incorporating and 
enhancing the celebratory elements, 
including meaningful closure 
activities and exercises.  

Happy Endings

All the powers work so that you 
should come to a bad ending, 

but our soul works for the 
opposite – that the ending should 
be good. Actually, the ending is 

always good.

- ISAAC BASHEVIS SINGER

Whether we recognize it or not, 
every ending is good.  It is good 

because of what we have learned 
along the way.  It is good because 

with each ending is a new beginning.  
It is good because it is as it 

should be.

Every ending is a happy ending.

(Engel, 1993)

This session should emphasize the 
positive nature of endings.  Many 
women have not experienced an 
ending in their lives that they see 
as productive, or positive. This 
topic should be discussed in earlier 
sessions, but emphasized this 
week. The overall structure and 
format of the session should be 
based on the needs of the group. 
Group facilitators should make 
assessments based on observation 
and feedback from the women as 
to how much time and emphasis to 
spend on each element of the last 
session.  In some groups, women 
may prefer to focus primarily on 
the celebration, sharing a meal 
together, and saying goodbye.  In 
other groups, a guided discussion 
of the concept of positive endings, 
validation of women’s feelings as 
the group ends, and identifying 
strategies for self-care in saying 
goodbye and moving onward may 
be beneficial. 

The primary role of the group 
facilitators during the final session is 
to support group members in truly 
feeling validated in taking the time 
to honour and celebrate the trust, 
energy, and commitment that they 
have invested throughout the group 
process. Providing women with 
ideas, suggestions, and support for 
planning and following through with 
a positive, fun and celebratory final 
group session is most important.  
During the final group session, 
facilitators can initiate the overall 
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GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

•  Support women in feeling validated about the importance 
of celebrating their time together.

•  Point out the significance for group members in formally 
having the opportunity for gaining a symbolic sense of 
closure during the final session. 

•  Help women understand how their children may feel 
about their groups ending, so they can support them. 

•  Provide resources, support, and structure to guide 
women in following through with their own personalized 
closure celebration, as discussed and planned throughout 
the last few weeks prior to the final group. 

•  Group facilitators incorporate appropriate symbolic and 
validating closure activities and routines. 

WELCOME

•  Provide brief description of the theme and rationale for 
this session as it relates to both children and women, 
emphasizing the power of positive endings.  

•  Discuss and confirm the plan for the celebration as it will 
unfold, including group facilitators’ plans to incorporate 
celebratory and symbolic closure activities.  

CHECK-IN

•  Group members should decide if they would like to do 
a check in during this group or not.  If so, the check in 
could be adapted and incorporated into an activity, or it 
could serve as the symbolic beginning of the celebration 
meal. Some groups may benefit from more structure at 
this point, given the potentially difficult emotions that may 
surface during the final session. In other groups, women 
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the process that is most important. 
Some women will talk to each other 
as they look through the magazines, 
others prefer to reflect quietly. Upon 
completion, the women have a 
tangible and personal symbolic 
reminder of the group and their 
strengths. 

Materials Required:

•  Old magazines for cutting – 
women’s magazines, home 
magazines, parent magazines, 
gardening magazines, and such 
– all are ideal.  Avoiding those 
mainstream “glamour” magazines 
that promote stereotypical 
sexist images of women is 
recommended – and if they 
inevitably appear, at the very least 
they provide an opportunity in 
discussion to challenge and rethink 
the negative messages they might 
convey.

•  Scissors – regular scissors will 
do – children’s scissors are ideal 
for cutting up small or detailed 
pictures.  If available, special 
scissors that provide different 
cutting edges are lots of fun.

•  A surface upon which to create 
the collage – this can simply 
be a sturdy piece of paper or 
cardboard.  Card stock is sturdier, 
and if time permits to “decoupage” 
the collages, then cardboard or 
something durable is ideal.    

are simply ready to celebrate and 
enjoy sharing their last session 
together, and may prefer little to no 
structure.  

THEME OF THE WEEK
“Celebrating How Far We’ve 
Come –
Moving Forward Towards 
Ongoing Healing . . .”

 
EXERCISE #1:
POSITIVE AFFIRMATIONS 
& CELEBRATING WOMEN’S 
STRENGTHS THROUGH 
COLLAGE ART . . . posters, 
journals, “affirmations jars”

The following exercise is powerful 
in its simplicity. The women often 
create beautiful and meaningful 
collages that can be kept as a 
reminder of the group.  The cost is 
low, as the pictures are cut from old 
magazines.  

The exercise provides women with 
time to think about themselves 
as women and mothers and their 
positive accomplishments within 
the group. Women are encouraged 
to enjoy the process of browsing 
through magazines looking for 
images that represent their personal 
strengths. Creativity is encouraged.  
Incorporating empowering, 
affirmative words or phrases, and 
adding personalized touches are 
what make this exercise unique. It is 
not the outcome of the exercise, but 
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•  In some groups collages have been created on the outside 

of an inexpensive blank journal. The collage can be 
coated with decoupage glue upon completion; the glue 
dries to a clear glaze. Women can also use a large sized 
plastic container or glass jar, such as yogurt container 
or mayonnaise jar. The collage can be put together 
around the outside of the container and decoupaged. 
The facilitators can then provide the women with pages 
of affirmations, which the women can cut into strips 
and keep in the container, giving each woman her own 
beautiful and personal affirmations jar.  

•  White glue for adhering pictures to collage surface.

•  Decoupage glue for glazing the poster, journal, or 
container upon completion if desired, and inexpensive 
paintbrushes or sponges to apply  
the glue.

Instructions:

1.  Have supplies ready upon women’s arrival to the group.  
This activity is one that can be done in almost any setting, 
but using a workspace or table may be most convenient.  

2.  Spread magazines around, have enough scissors 
available, and containers to put all the bits and pieces 
of paper in for recycling, then join in with the women in 
making your own collage.  This activity can be as brief 
or leisurely as desired. Women have easily spent an 
entire group working on collages, and others have been 
completed in less than an hour. Some women choose to 
take their collage away “unfinished” – as it is something 
they felt would be enjoyable and valuable to take home 
and continue working on as a part of their self-care plan.  

3.  Decoupaging collages once they are finished is optional, 
but provides the finishing touch that for some women that 
transforms their work into a personal piece of art.  
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2.  The second part of this activity 
requires women to then think 
about the flip side.  In keeping 
with the concept of “Taking Back 
My Life”, what do women need 
to “not do” – or AVOID, in order 
to stay safe, continue healing 
from the impact of abuse, and 
support their children in doing the 
same?  Women are encouraged 
to think about this, and record 
their thoughts beside their “to-do” 
list, this in the form of a “to –
avoid” list.  This activity stimulates 
productive and valuable 
discussion.  Women take home 
the lists they have created – more 
useful tools and reminders of the 
group. 

EXERCISE #2: 
TAKING BACK MY LIFE 
– SELF EVALUATION
A Personal “To Do” and “To 
Avoid” List

1.  This provides another simple 
activity that can adapted as an 
individual self-reflective exercise, 
done in pairs, or facilitated as a 
brainstorm with the whole group.  
Many women are familiar with 
the process of creating “to-do” 
lists for a wide variety of reasons 
- from organizing work tasks to 
getting the children prepared 
for summer camp.  At times, 
these lists can be practical and 
helpful.  At other times, our “to-
do” lists can be overly ambitious, 
unrealistic, and overwhelming, 
and may set us up to feel badly 
about what we have yet “to-
do”, as opposed to what we 
might decide not to do. The 
simple goal of this activity is to 
encourage women to think about 
the concept of “Taking Back My 
Life.”  What do women feel they 
need to do, to continue on the 
positive journey of self-care and 
healing upon which they have 
now embarked?  Women are 
encouraged to brainstorm a “to-
do” list of those things that they 
can actively engage in doing to 
continue on this road.
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Taking back my life

To do list To Avoid List

•  Stay Connected with other 
women

• Abusers!

•  Think about joining another 
group

• Getting isolated

•  Take care of myself every 
day - even in small ways

• Unsopportive people

•  Get out of the house - stay 
connected with the outside 
world!

• “Should-ing” on myself

•  Recognise the “red flags” of 
abuse

•  The bar scene or pther 
“danger” places

•  Remember how far I’ve 
come!

• Negative self-talk

• Self-doubt

•  Thinking only about how 
far I’ve got to go

EXERCISE #3:  WHAT MAKES ME UNIQUE

The following is an exercise which was enhanced with the 
use of, Being Ourselves Today from:  The Woman’s Book 
of Courage:  Meditations For Empowerment & Peace Of 
Mind, by Sue Patton Thoele.  This exercise is similar to the 
“Polaroid Pictures Exercise” children take part in during 
their groups. Provide each woman with a sheet of paper 
and markers with which they add the heading “What Makes 
Me Unique.”  When possible, purchase attractive, durable 
paper such as card stock, as women may desire and are 
encouraged to keep their page as a memento of the group 
and touchstone for the days ahead. If women wish to do 
so, it may be fun to take a Polaroid picture as their children 
do, and glue it to the centre of the paper, however, assess 
women’s comfort level carefully, and this should clearly be 

The talents, abilities, and 
idiosyncrasies we bring to this life 
are uniquely ours, and we are invited 
to share them with others in our own 
special way.
 At the top of a sheet of 
paper write the heading, “What 
Makes Me Unique”.    Then, writing 
as if you were your best friend, 
jot down several of you special 
attributes.  For fun you might want 
to add a few quirks also.  
 We are one of a kind.  Our 
individuality is a precious gift – a gift 
too sacred to be thrown away.  It is 
our right, privilege, and responsibility 
to be ourselves today.  

Today, I have the courage to be 
uniquely myself.

I give thanks for the gifts
that I, alone, have to share.
I accept the past, enjoy the 

present,
and look forward to the future.

(Patton Thoele, 1996)

CHILDREN’S GROUP REVIEW 

Facilitators must be fully informed 
about the content of the children’s 
group for this week, and variations 
utilized with preschoolers and 
adolescents.

•  The concurrent themes for the 
children’s weekly group session are 
reviewed, and the facilitator may 
share examples of the exercises 
and resources used with 

optional. Alternatively, women may 
simply write their name in the centre 
of the page.  Women then record 
examples of their own personal 
attributes that make them unique 
on their sheet of paper.  If desired, 
after women have personalized 
their pages and jotted down their 
own personal feedback, they may 
choose to have other women 
add personal feedback related 
to their positive experience of 
taking part in the group together.  
Promote a comfortable atmosphere 
where women are encouraged to 
confidently share with one another 
their personal examples and 
feedback about “What Makes Me 
Unique”.  

BEING OURSELVES TODAY

As we courageously work to 
become truly ourselves, each new 
day presents us with opportunities 
to unfold in the perfectly right way.  
A very wise woman once told me 
that “the future depends on a healed 
past and a well-lived present.”  
 We create a fulfilling future, 
and honour our present, by living 
this day in a manner that will enable 
us to look back tomorrow with 
pride.  Each day we can learn, from 
whatever sources inspire us, to love 
ourselves just as we are – unfinished 
and still struggling – and to live with 
our families, co-workers, and friends 
as a kind and considerate equal.  
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children of different ages, depending on the ages of the 
children of the women in the group.  

•  Ideas about age appropriate ways for mothers to connect 
with and engage their children in discussion about the 
outcome of their group, and how to best support children 
after and between their group sessions are highlighted.   

•  Mothers are provided with copies of handouts from 
children’s group sessions.

 
FOCUS POINTS:

While not directly matching the mothers’ group activities, 
the children’s group focuses on celebrating the time 
children have spent together, and feeling proud of all they 
have accomplished, shared, and learned - both individually 
and as a group.   

CLOSURE

EXERCISE #4:

Remind women that it is important that they recognize and 
celebrate their own achievements and positive attributes 
and characteristics. Many women will have expressed on 
week one as a goal a desire for their child to feel more 
confident and have a raised self-esteem. Mothers need to 
grasp that they have a lot of responsibility regarding this – if 
they model it for their child/children, then children in turn 
will learn to do the same. A simple fun activity is for women 
to use the I am fabulous Dictionary (By Bobby Berry, Cedar 
Project, Edinburgh) and ask them to pick out the words 
that best describe themselves and why. This resource can 
be found on the AVA Community Groups Project members 
area website. 

EXERCISE #5: 
REMEMBERING THE VALUE OF 
OUR CONNECTIONS . . .

Closing this final session in a 
symbolic way can be meaningful 
and provide a sense of positive 
termination. Carefully consider 
the implications of any symbolic 
“ceremony” for women.  This would 
include maintaining a sense of ethnic 
and cultural diversity so as to ensure 
mutual understanding and inclusivity.  
Recognize the potential negative 
associations of ceremony or ritual for 
some women, with regards to past 
experiences of abuse.  Personalizing 
the plan for the group is again 
essential.  Suggestions for closure 
exercises to incorporate into this final 
group session are as follows: 

•  CELEBRATION 
“CERTIFICATES”

    In the children’s groups, 
certificates of celebration are 
passed out to children upon 
the completion of the group.  In 
keeping in the spirit of “thinking 
through the eyes of children”, 
similar certificates can also be 
provided to mothers.  In doing 
so, women again are reminded 
of what is important from a 
child’s perspective: validating 
the commitment and time spent 
in the group.  Group facilitators 
should have certificates filled out in 
advance.  One approach that 

fosters the sense of connection is to 
provide each woman with another 
woman’s certificate, and take part in 
an informal ceremony of having the 
women pass out their certificates to 
one another.  

• CANDLE CEREMONY
    As in some of the children’s 

groups, a symbolic candle 
ceremony can form part of the 
closure to the final group session. 
It is again important to be certain 
that all women are comfortable 
with candles burning during the 
group.  At the beginning of the 
group session, light a candle.  
As the final closure to the group 
session, have the women gather 
around the candle.  Ask the 
women to look at the flame and to 
enjoy its steady gleam as it flickers 
and sparkles.  Ask the women to 
visualize their group as the steady 
glimmer of the flame – then ask 
them to close their eyes.  Can 
they still visualize the flame and its 
steady flicker, even with their eyes 
closed?  Can they still imagine 
its sparkle, shine, and warmth?  
Ask the women to open their 
eyes. Just as they can still recall 
the candle, when the group ends 
the image, the essence, and the 
impact of the group will remain 
with them. Together, ask the group 
to blow out the candle – and our 
time together is complete!  
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•  CUTTING THE PAPER 
PEOPLE CHAIN

    As women leave the group, point out their “Paper People” 
which were joined at the beginning of the group process, 
and remained connected.  Even if a few patches and 
pieces of sticky tape may have been required along the 
way, the connections remained strong and steadfast!  
Reiterate the power of connections, and the importance of 
women avoiding isolation as a significant factor in avoiding 
becoming drawn into abusive or unhealthy relationships 
in the future.  Encourage women to continue with the 
development and maintenance of a personal support 
network as part of their plan for self-care, especially now 
that the group has come to an end.  As women leave the 
group, have them cut away a section of the paper people, 
and take this with them as another memento of the group, 
and an important reminder of power and importance of 
connections.

Louden, J. (1992). Woman’s 
Comfort Book: A self nurturing guide 
for restoring balance in your life. New 
York: Harper Collins.

Oxford English Dictionary. (2005). 
Oxford University Press.

Society of Transition Houses. British 
Columbia. (Producer). (1996) What 
About Us? Canada: Kinetic Video.

Thoele Patton, S. (1996) Women’s 
Book of Courage: Meditations for 
Empowerment and Peace of Mind. 
Berkely,  
CA: Group West.

References Cited:

Allen, S., Mehal, M., Palmateer, 
S., & Sluser, R. (1995) Then New 
Dynamics of Life-Skills Coaching. 
Toronto, ON: YWCA of Metropolitan 
Toronto.

Baker, L., Cunningham, A. (2004) 
Helping Children Thrive: Supporting 
Violence against women Survivors 
As Mothers. London.  
ON: Centre for Children and Families 
in the Justice System.

Cunningham, A., Baker, L. (2004) 
What About Me! Seeking to 
Understand a Child’s View of 
Violence in the Family. London, ON: 
Centre for Children and Families in 
the Justice System.

Edelson, J. (1999). Children’s 
Witnessing of Adult Domestic 
Violence. Journal of Interpersonal 
Violence, 14(8): 839-870.

Engel, B. (1993) Encouragement for 
The Emotionally Abused Woman. 
Toronto: RGA

Hazelden (Producer). (1993) Tulip 
Doesn’t Feel Safe. Canada: Kinetic 
Video

Levy, B. (1984) Skills For Violence-
Free Relationships: Curriculum for 
Young People Ages 13-18. Santa 
Monica,  
CA: Southern California Coalition on 
Battered Women.




