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We hope that any question you may have will be answered here. If you have any 
further questions, please contact joanna.sharpen@avaproject.org.uk  and we will do our best to answer them, and update this document accordingly.  
 
 Training and support for staff   Will the training and facilitation of groups be accredited in any way? 

There are no current plans to accredit the community groups training as yet.  
This is something we will discuss but it is a long process to accredit a course.  
 
AVA is happy to provide a certificate to say you have completed training if 
needed.  
    What support will there be for facilitators? 

Facilitators are also able to contact AVA staff for advice on specific issues. They 
should also have access to supervision from within their own agency.  
   Can we have a list of everybody who has been trained so far to run groups? 
We are in the process of collating this list, please update us when/where you are 
running groups.  
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 Referrals and assessments 
 
What are the criteria for group?  The child / children have been exposed to domestic abuse  The child is considered to have been impacted by the exposure of the 

domestic abuse  Separation has occurred and the perpetrator no longer resides in the family home  There is no current violence  The child is aged 4 – 21 years  A risk assessment indicates that it is currently safe for the child to engage with the programme   What do we do if we receive too many referrals? 
In the early stages of running groups it can prove difficult to identify referrals or at 
least referrals that meet the eligibility criteria and of children of a similar age to 
constitute a full group. As the programme develops and becomes more 
established locally referrals will increase. Staff must remember that the group 
programme for children and their mothers is designed to assist recovery. This is not an assessment programme nor is it designed to respond to families in crisis. 
Therefore, the programme needs to be managed in a way that conveys this 
message well to both colleagues but also to service users. In London Ontario 
they are able to run the programme with scheduling in advance for up to one 
year, offering mothers and children the opportunity to decide when to attend 
group as best suits them. Staff need to explain to families that there may be a 
wait for the service and direct them to alternative local services for interim 
support.  
  When should we send a referral back as inappropriate? 
There may be some circumstances when a referral should be returned to the 
referrer either because it is inappropriate or perhaps for additional information/ assessment. This would include;  Not fitting the eligibility criteria for group  Current risk and safety issues that need to be resolved first  A family that is considering fleeing to a refuge or temporary 

accommodation out of the local area  A child whom you think may have trauma symptoms and requires an 
assessment form camhs  A child who is more suited to individual therapy, e.g. moderate learning difficulties  A referral that does not make it clear what the child has been exposed to 
and how the child has been impacted by exposure to domestic abuse  
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Careful consideration needs to be given to the timing of group for families. 
Children and their mothers need to be safe, secure and settled to commit to group. Families with additional complex needs and a variety of other 
commitments may not be best placed to engage with the programme at that point 
in time.   Who exactly does the home visits/ assessments? 
There is an assessment outline in the manuals for the programme. It is 
recommended that the visit/ assessment are conducted jointly with a facilitator for 
the mothers group and a facilitator for the children’s group. This was both 
children and mothers have met group facilitators before starting the programme. 
In some instances the facilitator may also be the coordinator.  
  Who checks the referrals and accepts them? 
This will depend on the structure each local borough adopts to implement the 
groups. In most instances it is likely to be the programme coordinator.  
  What ages do most referrals fall into? 
This may vary from area to area and depend in part to how other services 
become aware of the groups and make referrals. Good advice for initial pilot 
groups is to try and identify children aged 9 -11 years and most areas already 
delivering groups have found it easier to identify referrals in this age range. Generally children of this age are articulate and able to express their feelings and 
thoughts well. They are in most cases less inattentive than younger children and 
have less resistant and challenging behaviours than teenagers.  
  How much time should we make in our diaries for home 

assessments? 
Approximately two hours should be allocated for meeting mothers and 1.5 hours 
for assessing children per client. Some families talk more readily than others 
about their experiences and concerns. For some families the time needed may 
be less than this but for some women in particular more time may need to be 
allocated, especially for women who are discussing and disclosing about the abuse for the very first time.   What is the risk assessment for home visits? 
Please refer to the supplementary risk assessment guidance. You will also need 
to check with your organisation as to what risk assessment procedures they use. 
There is no ‘official’ risk assessment as designed for the community groups, but 
we will be producing guidance and ‘prompt’ questions for home visits.  
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 Should we use a CAF for referrals? 
A CAF is a very useful tool for assisting you in understanding a child’s needs 
and whether they are suitable for group. Your organisation may have a policy 
on only accepting CAF referrals so check this out. If possible a CAF should 
be used.  
   Do we need consent forms for children to attend group?  

This can be a matter of preference but most areas do not have a specifically 
designed consent form. Families referred by a CAF will sign consent and agreement to the referral automatically.  
 
  How soon after separation can families attend group? 
 
Families need to be preferably safe, settled and secure before attending groups. 
Safety must be the primary consideration and for families where there are on 
going risk issues or current stalking and harassment, group would need to be 
postponed until measures were in place to ensure safety for children and 
mothers. Likewise families in accommodation facing imminent transfer are not 
best placed to engage with the programme - until they are settled. For many 
families life may still be full of practical, financial and emotional challenges yet they are able to commit to attending the programme in the same way they might 
attend a parenting programme.  
 
Mothers attend the programme at many points after separation. For some it may 
be some years ago, for others just a few months. Women who have just 
separated ( within a few weeks) may still benefit from the programme  but 
perhaps more after a period of time, so risk can be monitored and assessed 
carefully, whilst also allowing the woman time to adapt to her new circumstances 
and all the practical challenges that may bring. Referring these women to 
alternative community support services as an interim measure is recommended.  
 
The key for facilitators is to be confident that separation has actually occurred. 
Leaving is a process and women may tell some agencies separation has 
occurred in order to alleviate pressure but be less certain themselves how they 
really feel about this. Having honest conversations with women about this at the assessment stage - explaining that if the couple reconciles children may need to 
leave group - allowing them time to think through if the timing for group feels right 
for them - often enables women to defer a place on group until they feel more 
certain about the future of their relationship. Children’s names can then be held 
on the waiting list for a period off time to see if family circumstances alter and 
stabilise.  
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 Multi-agency working 
  How many agencies are required to participate in each project? 
 
Coordinated responses to domestic abuse have proven both nationally and internationally to reduce the risk of harm to women and their children so it will be 
highly beneficial for the project to have multi agency collaboration. It is really 
advisable for the project not to start out by being run as a single agency project 
as there is a risk that it will then remain like that. Participation and collaboration 
by partner agencies can come in many forms (as discussed in the next question) 
and may not equate to staff time. Starting with just two agencies will nevertheless 
be sufficient as others can join with time. Clearly the more agencies involved and 
contributing from the outset the easier it may be to identify staff to participate and 
foster productive working relationships across agencies.  
 
The agencies that are most likely to identify referrals are social services 
(including intervention and prevention services and family centres), schools and 
associated agencies like Behaviour support teams and Camhs (child and 
adolescent mental health services). Therefore, when starting out it is useful to 
make initial links with these agencies especially social services due to the correlation between domestic abuse and child abuse. Apart from these agencies 
it is good to have a wide vision. Domestic abuse is pervasive across society and 
organisations so most agencies (both statutory and voluntary sector) would 
probably be able to contribute in some way. This will vary from borough to 
borough and some areas may have more specialised services tailored to their 
community needs and profile that could contribute and enhance the project.   
  What are some examples of inter agency collaboration? 
Most areas already delivering the programme have started out by forming a multi 
agency steering / planning group to coordinate and implement the programme. 
Membership to the planning group could vary and for some agencies their 
collaboration may be just attending the planning group and sharing their 
expertise but not being actively involved in group delivery.  
For others the commitment has been more practical in terms of identifying staff 
and nominating them for training either as a coordinator or facilitator in order to 
coordinate or run groups. Managers who are able to release staff and their time 
in this way are providing the biggest commitment in terms of inter agency 
collaboration. However, there are many ways in which agencies can collaborate 
and contribute;  Sharing resources and materials already available in one agency for the 

use of the project  Sharing crèche costs with other agencies running groups in the same 
premises at the same time  Identifying a staff member who can provide supervision to facilitators 
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 Help with photocopying materials  Offering premises at a no or low cost rate (perhaps through children’s centres or faith organisations)  Accessing volunteer transport services to help families attend group  Staff and key workers assisting with transport to and from group on 
occasional sessions  Providing magazines for mothers to read whilst  waiting to collect their 
children 

  
  Who can help me promote groups in my area? 
If the groups have been planned with multi agency collaboration representative 
agencies can help with promoting group by informing colleagues and service 
users about the groups. Another alternative would be to approach individual 
agencies or strategic group’s e.g. Domestic violence forums to disseminate information about the group. 
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  Staff (co-ordinators, facilitators, supervisors)  
  How much commitment is required for staff?  
The amount of commitment will vary depending on how staff are participating in 
the programme. For example crèche workers will make the time commitment to 
cover crèche only but for those actually delivering the groups adequate time 
needs to be available to manage the process. As with any new initiative the time 
required is always at it’s greatest at the outset as staff familiarise themselves with 
a programme, the materials and format. Staff should set time aside to;  Participate in the assessments   Make time to meet with co facilitators for pre group planning  Deliver group  De brief and record post group  Complete final summary  Attend supervision  
An approximate commitment to achieve all of the above would be 1 day per week 
(for 12 weeks) with additional time added for the home assessments. Frequently, 
this lessens with time but it is advisable to negotiate the time with management 
before volunteering to deliver a group. 
  What about funding for a coordinator post? 
 
There is no designated funding available to provide each borough with a 
coordinator for the groups. For groups and the programme to be truly successful, 
one is required. Areas already delivering the groups have managed this in a 
variety of ways. Some of these include;  Looking for available funding streams and making a bid application  Seconding or releasing a member of staff to run a trial pilot   Agencies sharing the cost of funding a coordinator post  Starting off with a part time post  Releasing a member of staff from some routine work to coordinate and sharing the released work across the service with colleagues 

  How much attendance is required at group from staff? 
 
Staff delivering the groups need to be available for group one day a week for 12 
weeks unless ill or prevented from participating due to a personal issue. It is not 
acceptable for staff to commit to delivering group and then miss sessions to 
undertake other work commitments (apart from emergency or forward planned 
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events like a child protection conference). Children need consistency and 
inconsistent facilitators do not convey to children that they are valued and important. Some staff at the start may be aware of pending commitments and 
these should be declared in the planning stages of the group so that plans can 
be put in place to provide adequate cover and give children an explanation in 
advance of a facilitator’s non attendance at group. 
  Can coordinators also facilitate groups? 

 
This may be a decision that varies from borough to borough. However, in 
principle the answer is yes. Coordinators, whose time allows them, may wish to 
participate in either or both groups to have an understanding of the programme, 
demands and common issues that arise. This knowledge and experience will 
undoubtedly enhance their understanding of groups at the early stages on implementing the programme. Equally, the programme can be run successfully 
when the coordinator manages group logistics and coordination but does not 
participate in groups.   Is it always just two facilitators per group?  
Group requires a minimum of two facilitators per group. However, there may be 
circumstances in which an additional facilitator could be beneficial (if staffing 
made this possible). Children with special needs, inattention or challenging 
behaviours may be more contained or enabled to access group material in a 
meaningful way if a ‘third’ person is available to attend more specifically to them 
and their needs. Additionally, having a third facilitator in group can be used as learning and training opportunity. Staff expressing an interest in participating in 
group can join as an observer (but obviously still interact with the children) to 
gain experience and knowledge of group process 
  Can staff observe groups? 
 
Some staff have observed groups in the role of a third or additional facilitator / 
observer. We do need to consider the issue of observing groups with caution. It 
is both disrespectful and unsettling to groups if different people attend a variety of 
sessions. Observing a single session although interesting will not be of any 
specific meaningful benefit to staff either. The preferred option would be that staff 
interested in understanding more about domestic abuse and the impact on 
children negotiate with their respective managers’ time that enables them to observe group for the 12 week duration. 
  How can we identify male facilitators to help run children’s groups? 
 
Unfortunately this type of work appears to be a female dominated environment. 
Identifying male colleagues to help with groups, especially those for teenagers 
where gender modelling is critical is a challenge.  It is worth using multi agency 
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relationships and colleagues to help you identify where these staff might be. 
Social care and play and youth services often have more male workers than other areas and are worth making enquiries too. It is important to note that whilst 
men cannot co-facilitate mothers’ groups there is huge value in them co-
facilitating children’s groups and helping to model respectful relationships.   Can a facilitator run both children’s and a mothers group? 
 
In principle yes but it will obviously depend on the time available to each 
individual to participate in the programme. Staff taking on dual responsibilities 
across groups also needs to attend supervision and use it well. Participation 
across both groups requires reflective practice. It is essential that both group 
content and information is not shared across groups in a way that breaches 
confidentiality. Staff also needs to reflect upon their own reactions and how that translates into group facilitation. For example, if a facilitator was connected well 
to an individual child, yet in the mother group this mother spoke harshly and 
critically about this child it may be easier to feel judgemental and hostile towards 
that mother. Supervision should be used to discuss not only the logistics and 
practicalities of groups but also to address the impact and reactions of facilitators 
working with children and their mothers.  
  What if a group facilitator is ill for a session?  
Hopefully another member of staff can assist for the session or perhaps a 
student could fill in for the session. If no one can be identified the session may need to be postponed. It is in situations like this that a ‘third’ facilitator can be 
really helpful. 
  Should group facilitators attend child protection reviews? 
 
This will need to be a decision for each borough. Staffs contributing to the 
programme have already pledged a significant time commitment and attending 
child protection conferences and reviews may be something that is not possible 
to provide. Facilitators can and should of course share information and can write 
reports ad updates for conferences and reviews. 
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 Running Groups 
  How much attendance /commitment must mothers and children give 

to group? 
 
Children need to attend a sufficient part of the programme in order to benefit from 
it. In most instances this would mean attending at least 9 of the twelve sessions. 
If children miss week one for a valid reason they could attend on week two but 
not week three as they have missed a crucial part of the programme in terms of 
engaging with peers and staff, and understanding what group is for and about. 
These children should be deferred until the next available group. If children (and 
mothers) miss a fair percentage of sessions it becomes impossible to evaluate 
how they may have benefited from the programme. The difficulty regarding 
maternal attendance is that the mother’s component of the programme is 
voluntary. It is more of a challenge therefore to decide how much attendance is 
acceptable or unacceptable. Women who engage well with the programme staff 
and inform them of not being able to attend for whatever reason obviously have a 
sense of connection with the programme and may be given some flexibility. 
Women recovering from abuse have varied and complex issues and the programme need to be supportive and receptive to these so allowances may be 
made. However, too many variations each week can cause disruption to other 
group members and this should be assessed and monitored closely by staff. 
Sometimes meeting women having attendance difficulties outside of group for a 
conversation can help with sorting out blocks to her attendance or help her make 
a decision that the timing is not right for her currently. 
  What is the minimum number of children required to start a group?  
Groups are designed to have a maximum of 8 children per group, 6 for younger 
children. There needs to be enough children attending to make a group viable 
and productive. If numbers are not being deliberately reduced to meet the needs 
of children then staff should aim for a minimum of 4 children.  Having fewer children makes group feel more like intensive individual work and does not 
account for imbalances in group composition on weeks when a child does not 
attend due to illness or another reason.  
  What should we do about children attending group who have 

allergies? 
 
For children attending the crèche whilst mothers attend group there should be a 
basic information / assessment sheet of each child’s needs. This should include 
information about allergies enabling crèche workers to make sure children are 
not inadvertently given foods that may trigger a reaction. Many agencies and 
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centres will already have a standard ‘no nut’ policy in an attempt to reduce the 
chance of inadvertent reactions. Likewise, for children actually attending group it should be the group facilitator’s responsibility to check with parents if children 
have allergies. These should be noted and foods avoided. For children who 
require an epipen or inhaler parents may wish to leave these on the premises 
with staff whilst the child is in group particularly for asthmatic children attending 
group whilst chesty. Children enjoys drinks ( water and squash) on group and 
light snacks (like toast) but in all instances it is good practice for facilitators to 
check with parents / carers if it is permissible for children to have these snacks 
during group. This could be done either verbally or through a brief information / 
consent form. 
  How will the programme be accessible for children with learning 

disabilities?  
Groups may be more difficult for children with learning difficulties to access in a 
meaningful way. More abstract discussions and complex issues like responsibility 
for violence and abuse may only be grasped in a concrete way by children with 
learning disabilities whilst peers may have other more sophisticated perceptions. 
Bearing this in mind, there needs to be a careful assessment to determine if a 
child with learning disabilities could access and benefit from group. The 
programme authors are clear that the programme must offer inclusivity to all 
members of the community and certainly would not wish to see children like this 
further excluded and disadvantaged by their disability. There are a number of 
options staff could consider to make this possible;  Reducing the numbers of children attending a group to allow more time within sessions to help the child/ young person grasp and fully participate 

in the group  Placing the child in a group that fits their developmental stage rather than 
chronological age ( where physique permits)  Placing the child in a smaller group with a designated worker for them to 
help them with tasks, activities and discussion (preferably in conjunction 
with the first suggestion)  Providing the group to the child/young person on an individual basis with a key worker  Designing a group specifically for children /young people with learning 
disabilities and adapting the materials so they are more responsive to their 
level of cognition and the pace at which they need to work through group 
content 
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 How is confidentiality dealt with for both mothers and children? 
 
The issue of confidentiality is discussed in both the children’s and the mother’s 
manuals. As with any other group one of the group rules is to maintain 
confidentiality or in children’s language help them understand that group is 
private. The two exceptions for breaching the rule are those disclosures of either 
a safeguarding or public safety nature. Dishearteningly, confidentiality is more 
likely to be broken by adults than children. It is worth spending time with both 
children and mothers discussing this in detail on the first session. You may wish 
to explain to mothers that a breach of confidentiality would result in a mother 
being asked to leave group. No one would like to see this happen as the 
mother’s non attendance at group would then have to be explained to her child. 
Emphasising this appears to help in reinforcing the importance of this rule to 
mothers and the actual incidence of a breach of confidentiality is in fact negligible. For children the rule is reinforced each week as part of the check in 
process so it is consistently re emphasised with children throughout group.   Can interpreters be used on groups? 
 
Yes. The group should aim to be inclusive to all women and children and 
interpreters can be used in both groups. Groups with an interpreter should be 
extended by approximately 30 minutes to allow time for interpretation. Facilitators 
should explain before group to other women and children that their group will 
have an interpreter - highlighting how group aims to help all women and children 
who have experienced abuse.  
 Interpreters join group to provide a professional service. They should be 
welcomed and treated with value and respect. They should be included in 
introductions - stating clearly their role and purpose in group. It is appropriate for 
them to participate in forming group rules but thereafter their role is purely for 
interpretation purposes - they should not participate as a group member. 
 
Staff can meet facilitators before group starts to clarify this with them and to 
discuss group content. It is helpful to check with the translation service before 
group starts the need to explain to their staff the purpose and content of group 
and the likelihood of hearing distressing stories from women. Translators for 
women should be female - but as staff we will not know the personal experiences 
of those offering translation services. Usually at the end of group staff need to 
sigh the translator’s attendance form for payment. This time can be used 
effectively to check in with the translator about how she is finding group and 
managing any feelings it may evoke. Sometimes translators express concern and worry for participants. They need to be reassured that programme staff will attend to the women’s and children’s needs. Needless to say children should 
never be used as interpreters.  
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 Can a child do group more than once? 
 
The group is designed in a manner to respond to the developmental needs of 
children. A child could do group a second time at a later age if they still met the 
eligibility criteria. For some children even after group the abuse may manifest 
itself again to the family in some way or remain unresolved. Children subjected to 
this on going exposure may well benefit from attending group at another point in 
time. Most children on completion of group feel sad and disappointed that group 
has come to an end. Many will ask if they can come again so there should be 
caution responding to this. Any decision for a child to re attend should be based 
on the criteria and not is response to the child’s desire to not leave group. The 
number of children who do actually re attend group is extremely low.   Do children bring school experiences like bullying to group?  
Yes, they do and facilitators need to respond to this appropriately and deliver 
reinforcing messages about abusive and unacceptable behaviours. School is a 
universal experience for children and a good tip for groups when conversations 
seem to dry up or a facilitator is unsure what to say next is to link the discussion 
back to school experiences. Children respond to this well and school offers many 
parallels for discussions, for example when children say or do hurtful things to 
others. This can easily e linked and moved on to when people say and do hurtful 
things to each other in families.  
  What do you do if children fall out with each other on group? 
 
Fortunately, this does not seem to happen too often. Certainly children form 
different friendships and alliances with different group members and this is 
normal in any group situation. The manual offers advice for the first session on 
how to engage children and help them feel connected with each other. This 
technique should be extended into future sessions. This in conjunction with the 
group rules (which must include no fighting/hurting/hurtful words/ threats etc) 
should help prevent such situations arising. If disagreements do arise facilitators 
may re consider seating arrangements on future sessions and reinforcing group 
rules. Falling out is one matter but any behaviour that is threatening or abusive 
needs to be dealt with immediately and both children made to understand that 
this behaviour will not be accepted on group. A consequence like missing free 
time may be appropriate for some behaviour.   What would make you take a child off group? 
 
Hopefully if the assessments have gone well the need to do this will not arise. 
Yet even with good assessments circumstances may arise that would make you 
consider doing this. They would include; 



------------------------------------------ [ 15 ]------------------------------------------ 
 

 A child who appeared to have PTSD or a trauma reaction which prevented 
the from being able to engage with the programme content  A child whose behaviour was so disruptive it prevented the other children being able to participate in group  A child where a situation arose which made attending group more unsafe 
than safe (e.g. stalking)  Father / step dad has moved back into the family home  

  If you took a child off group what else would you do or offer them? 
 
This would depend on the circumstances but in all instances the child (and 
family) would need to be linked to the service that could most appropriately meet 
their needs. Examples could include a referral to camhs or therapeutic services 
or to the local MARAC and IDVA support.  
   How would you explain this to the other children?  
Children need simple but truthful explanations as well as reassurance because 
they often express concerns for other group members. Saying that group was not 
right for the other child at the moment or that they needed to talk to someone on 
their own first before doing group would be sufficient. If the reason was about risk 
then explaining that they (and the family) needed to sort other things out first like 
feeling really safe before they came back to group or did another group will also 
suffice.  The explanation needs to be simple enough to answer the question and 
reassure whilst not increasing the remaining children’s anxieties for others. 
Depending on the point at which this may occur in group children may ask if the 
child removed may attend the final celebration. If this feels appropriate staff can 
agree to this. Again situations like this arise very infrequently.   Any suggestions for the last week’s final celebration? 
 
Without exception if you mention the word celebration or final party to the 
children their expectations will be raised and high. Facilitators need to be clear 
about what is possible and affordable and what is not. It is advisable to add an 
additional 30 minutes to the celebration session. Examples that have worked well 
are;  Having music to make a part atmosphere  Allowing children to bring a special item or toy in to share  Teenagers ordering in a Chinese takeaway or going out to eat at Nando’s 

or Pizza Hut  Having a special celebration cake and snacks  Ordering a pizza in  
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Some food chains when approached will make financial concessions if 
approached in advance and with staff identification or a formal request in writing.   How are the children sorted into groups, what ages attend which 

group? 
 
The programme is designed to respond to the developmental needs of children 
which mean that groups are normally run in age defined brackets. The 
programme authors recommend no more than a two year differential between 
children attending any one group. A good guideline would be:  4-6 years  7-8 years  9-11 years   12-13 years  14-16 years. Children in year 6 should not be mixed with children in year 7 as the school and developmental stage is too wide.   
 
  How do groups fit in with school terms and holidays? 
 
Most groups are fitted around the school term calendar with group breaks 
scheduled across half term breaks and Easter and Christmas (depending when 
group started). It is highly advisable when planning groups to factor in a 4 week 
clear run before a break so that group members have engaged well with the 
programme and there is enough cohesion and commitment to sustain the break. 
Failing to do this may see an increase in drop out rates.  Groups are not run over the summer holidays as normally both families and staff have other plans and 
commitments at this time.  
  Can siblings do group together? 
 
This is not recommended. Children’s reactions to exposure to domestic abuse 
vary considerably and it is erroneous to assume that siblings will have had the 
same or similar experiences or feel the same way about them. In fact, allowing 
siblings to attend group together may result in sibling disputes which will be 
disruptive to group and to other group members. 
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 The group work model    Can adaptations be made to the model? 
 
It is not advisable to make adaptations to the model whilst implementing the 
groups. Staff need to learn the programme and content and adapting it to 
something else means there is no longer programme efficacy in terms of 
projected outcomes. Also if a programme is adapted too much it becomes 
impossible to state that what you are actually delivering is in fact the designated 
programme. It is possible however for staff to use alternative materials that would 
achieve the same outcome within the group. For example, if staff had an 
alternative book for discussing feelings or media resource that delivered a similar message to that intended then it would be acceptable to use additional or 
alternate resources.  
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 Working with mothers  
  Do foster carers attend the mother’s part of the programme? 
 
No, it would not be appropriate for foster carers to attend the group alongside 
women who have experienced domestic abuse and would be discussing those 
experiences in group. However, children in foster placements have additional 
vulnerabilities so it would be wise and advisable to invest in supporting and 
providing foster carers with relevant group information. This can be done face to 
face or in the form of an arranged telephone call. The more informed foster 
carers are about group process and content, the easier it will be for them to 
encourage expression of feelings from children placed in their care and 
understand the child’s behaviour.   Does a mother have to repeat group each time for each child she has 

that attends? 
 
No. The mother’s part of the programme is voluntary so some mothers do not 
attend at all. Other mothers may attend for the first child, but for some it may be 
subsequent children as they develop a rapport and trust with group facilitators. 
Mothers do not need to attend for subsequent children unless they wish to do so. 
If they do attend for another child staff need to monitor group participation and 
dynamics. Women who have prior knowledge of group content may take an 
‘expert’ role in subsequent groups or divert conversations away from group 
content.   Any tips for working with mothers and children who are reluctant to attend group? 
 
Spending time with children and mothers explaining what the programme is, what 
we talk about and how it can help will reassure women and children. Mother’s 
being told there is no expectation for them to disclose or discuss their own 
experiences ( only as much as they choose to do so) will offer some control and 
feeling of safety about attending group. Facilitators can also offer children and 
their mothers an opportunity to come and try group, perhaps agreeing 2-3 
sessions attendance with an understanding they can cease attending if they 
remain feeling uncomfortable. Having conversations that provide information yet allow the decision to rest with the child or mother are empowering and more 
likely to see families engage. Children who engage or try group out on this basis 
invariably end up continuing with group. Once the initial pilot is complete staff 
could ask mothers and children to write on slips of paper what they think about 
group or what they would say to someone who asked them about it. With 
permission these slips can then be taken on future visits to share with new 
referrals to help reduce their anxieties and fears.  
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 What if a mum comes to group and we think she has been drinking 
alcohol? 

 
Many women may use alcohol as a coping mechanism to survive the abuse. 
Such situations require sensitivity but nevertheless any concerns should be 
discussed with the mother in private outside of the group. The approach needs to 
be one of concern rather than recrimination and judgement, asking her how you 
could help. Referrals to alcohol services for additional support may be required. 
However, if the problem persists and the mother is under the influence of alcohol 
whilst attending group she would need to be asked to leave that session. Staff 
will also have to consider how the alcohol misuse is affecting the child / children 
and probably make a referral to the local social services department for 
assessment and support.   How do we reassure mum’s who are worried about their children coming to group? 
 
 Answering questions openly and honestly and by providing them with 
information about group and group content will do a lot to reassure parents.  
Mothers who have clear information about how group may benefit their child and  
it is reinforced to them that they are the most important person able to help their 
child recover, will increase their confidence and faith in themselves as parents. 
Most mothers appreciate an explanation about how confidentiality is managed 
with children and what that means specifically regarding information they receive 
about their child. When mothers hear facilitators remind children that it is good to 
talk to mum about group and how you are feeling they can sense the commitment to help children express themselves and more importantly to do so 
with their mothers.   
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 Perpetrators  
  What should we do if dad/ stepdad/ boyfriend moves back into the 

family home? 
 
Hopefully the information gathered at the referral and assessment will ensure this 
does not happen. The eligibility criteria determine that separation must have 
occurred for a child to attend group.   If the couple reconcile initially facilitators 
should meet with the mother and the child (separately and together) to ascertain 
the facts and assess how safe it is for the child to still attend group. If there is 
reconciliation and on going abuse it is no longer safe for the child to continue 
attending group. If the couple have reconciled facilitators need to make a 
judgement as to how supportive the father / stepfather will be about and to the 
child attending group. Part of making this judgement should include discussing 
the child’s attendance on group with the child mother and father / step father.  
When children are likely to be undermined, ridiculed or group attendance used as 
a taunt and means of abusing the child it will be best for the child to stop 
attending group. It is also worth remembering that a child who attends group 
whilst still living with dad / stepdad is in a very different situation to other group embers and this could significantly alter the group dynamics.   What if a child comes to group and is still having contact? 
 
Many children attending the programme will be having contact in some form with 
their fathers. This could be indirectly, supported or supervised contact but is also 
frequently through an informal arrangement between the couple. For many 
children contact is a positive experience but facilitators will also encounter in 
group children who wish to have contact and can’t - those who have it and wish 
not to attend - and children with ambivalence or ever changing emotions. It is not 
a facilitator’s role to become involved in the assessment of how appropriate 
contact is for a child. Fathers and the importance they have in children’s lives 
should be positively promoted in the group but measured against validating children’s sadness and anger in relation to their dad. However, facilitators do 
need to listen carefully to children when they talk about experiences of contact in 
group. Contact is often a medium for continuing abuse. When children describe 
abuse on contact visits it should be dealt with as a safeguarding issue. Children 
may be exposed to on going domestic violence on contact visits by fathers in 
new relationships. Such disclosures should be referred in to Social Services as 
clearly a child cannot be attending a recovery programme whilst being exposed 
to continuing abuse and violence on contact. It is helpful if facilitators discuss this 
with mothers and children whilst engaging with them and especially include it in 
group rules when confidentiality is discussed. 
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  Will we asked for reports for contact cases? 
 
The programme advocates that facilitators do not get drawn into disputed contact 
cases. Staff should explain to mothers at the outset that the programme enables 
children and young people to understand and process their experiences and 
hence aids recovery. The final summary for group is a standardised form stating 
what group is for and about, with a small space for staff to include something 
about the child’s engagement and participation in group. Court and contact cases 
are often used by abusive men as a continuing opportunity to cause disruption to 
women and children and impede their access to stability and recovery. 
Programme staff need to understand that groups are not designed for 
assessment purposes - but recovery. 
   What should mothers and children tell dads about group? 
 
At the point in the assessment process when children state they wish to attend 
group staff should talk to them and their mothers about what they say to their dad 
about group. For some families who have fled the violence and there is no 
contact this is not an issue but many children will be having contact with their dad 
as part of a contact agreement (formal or informal). Staff should take some 
guidance from the family. Some mothers and children may have already told dad 
about group - or that they ‘are going to see someone for some help’. Sometimes 
staff are told that fathers are happy about this - others times that they are not 
happy about it and critical of such a group but their view is no more than a stated disagreement. 
 
For other families dad knowing or ‘finding out’ about group creates more anxiety. 
Some children will choose not to mention it to dad ( with mums agreement). 
Whilst this may be a wise and safe choice staff should explore with the child how 
they will manage to not tell dad - either by mistake or coercion. Having a safety 
or back up plan is advisable in case this happens (although it rarely does). 
Advising mothers and children to talk about group with a modified terminology is 
helpful. Most fathers who hear their child attends a group to talk about their 
feelings - because children are upset and angry when mums and dads separate - 
understand the importance of this and have less hostility and resentment. 
Fathers understandably are concerned when children attend group. They may be 
worried about being criticised and judged so explaining that group is to help 
children who are upset about mums and dads arguing and fighting and no longer 
living together feels less critical and more acceptable.   
In extreme instances there would be some fathers who would seek to disrupt or 
stop attendance at group and this could be achieved by instilling fear and use of further abuse. It is always helpful to ask the question -What do you think dad 
would do if he found out you were coming to group? - to both children and their 
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mothers to gain a measure of this. In cases where there appears to be a risk of 
further violence group should be deferred until safety measures/ plans can be implemented and perhaps refer the concerns to MARAC. 
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 External Issues 
  How can we promote these groups to and in schools? 
 
Staff can make contact with colleagues in schools or associated services like behaviour support teams. Attending team meetings to inform them of the service 
and criteria for group will help raise the profile of the groups. Explaining to school 
staff the potential benefits for children attending group and thinking about how 
children are at school and the way in which group may help them access 
education more productively or regulate their emotions in a more positive way will 
assist school staff in identifying potential children for group and develop positive 
working relationships with group facilitators. Producing leaflets or posters to send 
to colleagues for information and for them to display on school premises will also 
be beneficial. 
  What about special schools?  
All of the above would apply with materials like leaflets and posters being adapted to reflect the specific needs of the children in the school. Discussing how 
these children could access group in a meaningful way (as in the question about 
children with learning disabilities) and using staff in these schools as a source of 
expertise and guidance will help in designing groups that can be targeted and 
adapted to meets the needs of these children.   
  What if the child is having contact and there is conflict at contact? 
 
This will depend on what is meant by conflict. If conflict is about everyday 
situations, for example refusing to complete homework, then staff can help the 
child work this through by applying problem solving techniques. However, if the ‘conflict’ is about feeling unsafe, undermining, harm or threats then these are 
safeguarding issues and need to be dealt with as such. It is untenable for a child 
to be attending a programme aimed at recovery and then listen to the same child 
in group disclose conflict or harmful exposure whilst on contact. In the 
assessment stage of the programme time should be spent talking to the child 
(and mother) about contact arrangements and the quality of the contact. 
Explaining then to children that we need them to feel safe both at home and on 
contact and being clear about what disclosures would worry us informs children 
and parents and helps them decide if group is best for them at this point in time. 
Children attending group who also have contact can provide facilitators with an 
insight into how well or not contact is going for the child. Having conversations 
with children about this and listening to them may be all that is needed. Children 
still have mixed emotions about both parents and the separation, and for some 
children what they are expressing is the fear of what may happen rather than a 
reality. A number of children may talk in group about contact with fathers who are 
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in new relationships and say that he is being nasty to or hurting his new girlfriend. 
If the child is exposed to domestic abuse on contact a safeguarding referral should be made. It is good practice to include this type of example in session 1 
with children so if a referral needs to be made at any time they will have been 
aware that this would be the case. However, children especially younger children 
need regular reminders of the confidentiality rule throughout group in order to 
grasp it fully. As in all safeguarding situations if the situation is dealt with 
sensitively and respectfully and fully explained to the child they will feel 
supported through the process. Children will understandably have anxieties in 
these instances and good practice would include meeting and discussing the 
concerns and referral with the child and their mother together. This meeting / 
discussion should include talking to the family about how they will cope and 
checking that they have a current and adequate safety plan. Potential facilitators 
should be reassured that such situations do not arise with alarming regularity and 
even when they do can be navigated successfully as the assessment and group 
process should have helped the child identify staff as trusted individuals. 
  What happens if children are living with foster carers? 
 
If these children meet the eligibility criteria, they should be assessed and offered 
a group place in the way that any other child would be. The foster carers do not 
attend the mother’s part of the programme but should be informed of group 
content and how the child is settling into group and progressing.   What if children live with grandparents or grandparents want to attend the adult group? 
 
Children living with grandparents can and do attend groups providing they meet 
the eligibility criteria. Grandparents do not need to attend the mother’s 
component of the programme but should be kept informed of group content and 
how their grandchild is progressing in group if they have residency for the child. 
For children living with grandparents under voluntary arrangements, part of the 
assessment should determine the degree of information and involvement staff 
should have with both the mother and / or grandparents. If the grandmother with 
residency for her grandchild wished to attend the mothers part of the programme 
stating that in the past she herself has experienced domestic abuse staff would 
need to consider this request and if it was felt it would be beneficial to the child 
and grandmother it may be possible for her to attend. 
 
  What do we do if the court requests information about the group? 
Most statutory organisations have a protocol for court requests that are 
considered by the agencies legal advisors. Any local guidance and protocols 
should be adhered to and staff should not talk directly to solicitors before 
discussing the request with their appropriate manager.  The programme authors 
strongly advise against staff providing court reports in order to avoid the court 



------------------------------------------ [ 25 ]------------------------------------------ 
 

process being used by perpetrators as a further tool of abuse to the family. 
Weekly recordings should be about the child’s participation and contribution to group rather than detailed information. A standard group summary which outlines 
the purpose of group and content is available in the manual and staff are advised 
to use these summaries which could be shared with court if requested. 
Reassuringly such requests are infrequent. 
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 Funding and resources  
  Any advice for finding good venues, especially free ones? 
 
It is extremely difficult to answer this as obviously premises and their availability 
will vary form area to area. However, many children’s centres have targets to 
meet the needs of vulnerable families and may have available space. Faith and 
community organisations may also be worth approaching as well as local family 
centres and clinics. 
  Is there a resource list? 
 
The manuals come with a session by session reference of recommended 
resources and worksheets that can be photocopied.  

  Can we have details about the on line forum? 
We have set up a specific e-forum for sole use of those who have attended 
community groups training.  
 
The details are: 
Group home page: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/CGPnetwork Group email address: CGPnetwork@yahoogroups.com 
  
There is also a members area on the AVA website with all the resources and 
slides on, that you can access upon completion of the training. Details will be 
given during the training.  
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 Evaluation  
 
 
 
We worked with the University of Middlesex to evaluate the programme. This 
was very successful and the report can be found on our website. Once you have 
completed the course you will also have access to all the evaluation tools which 
we encourage you to use.   
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