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Improving Communication- Improving Relationships- Reducing Conflict

Systemic Family Work- 2024

2024 was a year of significant development & progress for our systemic family work in Children’s
Services. Following the successful pilot of the service which highlighted the positive impact on our
families, we were able to secure the posts permanently in 2024. This gave a real boost to the service
and team following several years of development and progress. Janet and Belen were successful in
their applications for the permanent roles in May 2024.

There are a few unique characteristics of systemic family work that are worth considering:

- The shift from fixing problems to envisioning new futures is a subtle but profound one.
Therapeutic practice begins by focusing on where families’ would like to be at the end of the
family sessions.

- Workers are independent and they work with the family on a voluntary basis.

- More focused time to spend with families- Systemic workers are most focused on
relationships and interactions. This allows greater time and scope to take more emotional
risks with families once they have established relationships and a sense of safety with families.

- Slowing the pace and thickening the context- Systemic family work that is rooted in trauma
informed practice should offer the family safety, trustworthiness, choice, collaboration, and
empowerment. Multi stressed families that have been significantly impacted by
intergenerational trauma need time, and to feel safe enough to be able to consider trying
something or thinking differently.

Systemic Framework for Practice-

To support our work and help with service development we developed a practice framework in 2024
(see appendix 1). Whilst we take an individualised approach to working with each family, we felt that
the development of the attached framework was important in being able to offer safety and
boundaries for families and workers. It also provides us with an evaluative framework for you work
with families, which has informed this update.

Working with TACT/ FWS —

Prior to 2024 the systemic service remained Parent/Carer Feedback on Calm and Connected

focused on working with families already “This group has helped me so much. It’s been great

involved with Children’s Services. A decision talking and sharing my thoughts with others who aren’t

was taken in early 2024 to allow referrals to be social workers. I’'ve gained some confidence and

made via the Family Wellbeing Service(FWS) e s o e P

and Team Around the Child Meetings (TATC).

This has proven a significant shift and in past This links in with what we have been talking about

year we have received over 35% of our previously, with the Systemic family role being separate

referrals from FWS/ TATC. from the social work role and therefore the opportunity
for different interactions and a greater level of

Non-Violent Resistance (NVR)/ Calm and relationship risk when interacting with families.

Connected Parenting Group-

A key aim in 2024 was for us to consider how

to take forward Children’s Services interest in the NVR approach. Following input and agreement with
service managers we were able to develop a cross-service Calm and Connected parenting group which
included support from the FWS. This group ran across December 24 and January 25 and feedback has
been positive from those parents/carers. See appendix 2 for further details and feedback. The




systemic team are part of the NVR working group to consider how best to utilise NVR across the

directorate.

Feedback and insights- (anonymised)

Where they started- Smith Family- Stressed, arguing, constant battles — brother constantly fighting.
Constantly tense atmosphere in the house — never really settled, always the anticipation because you

know what’s coming.

Where they ended- There is more communication between ‘Mum’ and S and ‘Dad’ is being supportive

Amy

Systemic/NVR approach, stabilisation /containment/self-
regulation for parents

Amy had a really challenging 30 minutes last night where she
was swearing, blocking Mum in a room, hitting and throwing
things at Mum and being aggressive towards Tom. This also
woke Keith up. Amy slept in this morning and came
downstairs to chat with Mum. She spoke about the reason
for her becoming dysregulated and that she had a really
difficult day at school with her peers and did not know how
to share this. Mum shared she was really impressed with
how Amy was able to communicate the reasons behind it
and they moved on from this. Mum and | discussed that
although things have been significantly better than
previously, there will be future challenges, and it is really
positive that the family can work through this in an
appropriate way.

Amy’s mum more contained and able to regulate herself —
modelling this to Amy and available to support Amy
process challenges and conflict. The value of consistent and
a safe space to reflect, build strengths and resilience in the
parents in order for the parent to support their young
person. 12 sessions with adoptive mother before Amy

towards me. This is really helpful having his
support. S (young person) spoke about
getting on much better with his mum and
not arguing with her like he did before

Where they started- Ford Family- On tender
hooks all the time — kind of broken and not
as close as we used to be. She (young
person) feels I'm constantly at her and
wants me off her back. We’re constantly at
each other’s throat. We keep going down
that road, feels like it’s not going to end!
Where they ended- She is coming in on
time, going to school and we’re getting on
most of the time. I’'m staying calmer now,
it’s sort of notched down, its more relaxed
and were talking to each other.

Where they started- George Family-
Fractured, on top of each other, we don’t
have space, can get on with each other
sometimes but there is too much
drama/emotion. Quick arguments, quick to
temper

Where they ended- Calmer and have come

a long way, we have grown up a bit, we can get on with each other now and are happier, | am a mum
now and the children are children, still stressful but it is at an expected level. | have understood | have
children with different needs so I’'m more compassionate with myself.

Numbers and outcomes- ‘Not everything that can be counted counts and not everything that counts
can be counted’. Albert Einstein

- In 2024 we received 45 family referrals for systemic work. This was slightly down on the
previous year’s referrals of 54. (2022- 30 referrals, 2023- 54 referrals, 2024- 45).

- 12 of these families did not progress past the initial stages of introductions and support. This
was for a variety of reasons with some sighting change in circumstances; not the service that
they felt they needed; & lack of time to engage are just some of the reasons. It worth noting
that it can involve multiple calls or visits to families before they withdraw. Whilst we try to
prevent this by discussing time and motivation at the screening stage, it inevitably happens
that some referrals do not progress past this early stage.

- On average families who engage with the service for between 6 and 12 months have a total
of 12 family sessions (range from 6 to 25 sessions). It remains the case that as a voluntary
service we often receive requests to change or cancel visits. Life gets in the way for busy



families and, whilst frustrating, this is natural part of voluntary services. If this becomes a
pattern, then we look to review the support and decide whether this is the right time for the
family to work with us.

- 24 families were closed in 2024, and the above outcomes were recorded for them (families
can have multiple outcomes recorded):

Closed Families- Qutcomes

,4:, 9%

Improved Communication- family cohesion

Improved relationships- family resilience
10, 24% 10, 24%

Reduction in conflict
Family withdrew

= Family remaining together
14, 33% 3 RS

Reflections and Recommendations

Calm and Connected Parent Sessions-_Positive first group that has raised lots of reflections and
thoughts about the value in this work for parents/carers. Recommendation to run at least 1 more
group this year. Expanding on sessions from 4 to 6 as suggested by parents/carers.

Current discussion about training more staff in
NVR is ongoing. This will help disseminate the
approach more widely and provide a pool for
Calm and Connected facilitators.

Systemic training- Recognition of significant
risk to service if others are not trained in
systemic practice. Systemic practice identified
as part of Midlothian’s therapeutic approach to
supporting families and is now embedded
within Children’s Services. Training another
person initially to foundation and then
intermediate level will be beneficial in a
number of ways. Firstly, providing a
developmental opportunity for experienced
staff, secondly helping to sustain the systemic
service longer term and thirdly share systemic
practice in other teams.

Foundation training starts in Sept 25 and costs
£2300. Enrolment process would need to be
started shortly to ensure the right candidate are identified.

Job Profile- Recommendation to profile the role and create a specific job profile that accurately
reflects the role and remit of the systemic practitioners.

Systemic and NVR Development session- Plans to develop a whole service systemic/NVR practice
for June 25. Further embed the approach across the service.

Further work planned with Educational Psychologist service as part of wider NVR development.
Involvement in ‘Edge of care’ service development plans- Systemic practice and NVR learning to form
part of the discussion around possible pilot service.

Jess
Text from parent after session: / just wanted
to say thank you for today. It was rough but
good. It led to Jess asking me to cut her
hair!!l She hasn't felt comfortable having it
cut for 3 years as salons are too much but she
didn't want me to do it either.
I know, it's not a magic fix and we have much
more to work on but it's a wonderful sign of
trust. | hadto go to the bathroom to cry some
more while she got ready as it really is a big
deal and | didn't want her to shy away.
Took 8 session to get to this point, Significant
mental health difficulties in both young
person and parent — indication of the pacing
and timing



Appendix 1

Outcomes- Improve Communication- Improve relationships- Reduce conflict-
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Family Sessions offer families:

+ Space to talk- A safe space %o talk, connect and commurnicate with one ancther

+ Family led change-The oppartunity for family fo work fogether and explore helpful ways of working through a worry or problem which are led by the family.
+ Relationships, communication and connection- A space to safely explore relationships and think about how everyore communicates with ore another




Appendix 2

Calm and Connected evaluation Dec 24 to Jan 25

Non- violent resistance is a model that has interested Midlothian Children’s Services for the past couple of years.
Several staff have been trained including our systemic practitioners and some residential staff. As part of the
development of NVR within children’s services it was agreed with senior managers that we trial a short term
groupwork model, sharing with parents and carers some of the principles of NVR and its uses in supporting their

children.
Preparation- NVR groupwork is
common in other local authorities but is

De-escalation

Parental Reconciliation

not something that we have run before. self care Gestures

It is also not a manualised approach, - connection before Comacyiy Comnecting

and we had to develop the structure FEnES Parental Presence Conversations

and content of the sessions from inside home ﬁomwde home

scratch. Our systemic practitioners led St Relationship Rebuilding Priorities

on this development work and created rm— (baskets)

a programme based on the following =

key principles. We chose to name the Announcamants Supporters

groupwork Calm and Connected:

Key principles in NVR that we focused

on in Calm and Connected-

o Parental presence & Self Care: parents & carers learn to increase their physical and emotional presence
in their child’s life.

. De-escalation: parents & carers deal with aggressive behaviour at a more appropriate and calmer time:
‘Striking when the iron is cold’.

. Supporters: parents & carers ask help from relatives, friends, and professional network to support their
efforts in increasing their parental presence and authority in a non-violent way.

. 4 baskets: parents & carers prioritise the child’s behaviour they will focus on (small basket) and leave

other behaviours for later (mid basket), or unattended for now (big basket). They name the child’s strengths and

good behaviours too (rainbow basket).

o Reconciliation & connection gestures: parents & carers express their unconditional love for their child

by offering small acts of affection or gifts,

independently of the child’s behaviour.

Structure and engagement-

e 10 families- 2- FWS/ 2 — TATC/ 1 — Practice
Team/ 1 — Child Protection/ 4 — Systemic FW
intervention

e 2 parents’ younger children aged 0-12, 8
parents/carers 8 adolescents aged 12+
(included 2 kinship carers)

e 4x2hoursessions- Pre and Post group visit to
prepare carers/parents for the group and also
allow follow up and evaluation work post
group.

e 2 NVR Hybrid group trained facilitators,
Support worker from FWS-

e Held in person at community-based venue on
a Tuesday morning 9.30 to 11.30.

Strengths and themes-

After 1 session (example of feedback)
Kinship carer spoke about their own mindset shift
after our first session. Able to go to a meeting
about the YP in a positive way and agree to
supporting the YP back in to school (previously
carer felt there was no point and attendance plans
would not work). The carer felt empowered and
able to negotiate to two mornings each week. The
mood of the carer has lifted which also seems to
have ‘rubbed off’ on the YP and how they are
responding to the carer — change in mindset,
increasing presence.

- Peerto peer support- Key theme was parents/carers expressing the importance of hearing about others

challenges and not feeling alone.



Self-care- Noted throughout was attendees realising the importance of self-care. Many noted that they
are always on edge/ in fight or flight. Being able to capture small windows of looking after themselves
and impact this has on ability to support others.

3 facilitators- sharing the workload/ roles was a success. Hearing different perspectives and ideas from
colleagues and everyone contributing and support the sessions.

Parents having space to reflect on themselves and how they manage their own distress. NVR focuses
on parents’ behaviour rather than on seeking to change the child/young person.

Provided each attendee with Sarah Fisher’s NVR book Connective Parenting.

Challenges-

Change of venue- Due to sudden changes at Easthouses Primary we were unable to use this venue for
sessions 3 & 4. This impacted on the group for session 3 where only four people attended. We had to
use two separate venues for the remaining sessions and one parent chose not to attend session 4 due
to the venue due to childhood memories.

Lack of time/ limited sessions- Feedback clear that having more time to reflect and talk peer to peer
was critical to the success of the group. Many sharing their contact details and setting up a Whatsapp
group to keep in touch.

Mixed group- Different children’s ages/stages, kinship carers/parents & some involved with services
and some not. This all makes for challenges in managing group dynamics. Required skilled facilitating
to ensure those present felt safe and able to share if they wished too.

Following the group we have offered additional follow ups for feedback and any additional questions/
work. This proves a challenge alongside day to day family work.

Parent feedback
I really liked being able to talk to parents in similar situations and talking what has worked and what
hasn’t worked and then realising that I’'m not the only one with an aggressive child.
The basket exercise was good, I like the way we had a different colour card for each basket, and it
made me think carefully about what | need to work on and which behaviour | was most worried
about. Thinking about what to focus on gave me some space to think, like permission to let some
things go.

Realising that when ‘I lost it’ it also affects the way T communicates with me, and | know that | need
to keep working in staying calm myself.

I really have been able to think about how ‘worked up | can get’ and trying to learn to stay calmer
because | can see that T imitates my behaviour. If | am calmer, | know he’ll talk to me more calmly. |
will keep trying because | know we get stuck in a spiral when were both shouting and angry.

What next? -

Facilitating groups take time to prepare, deliver and review effectively. Feedback was also that
additional sessions (possible increase from 4 to 6) would be required to further develop the attendees
learning and experience. Consideration of impact on systemic service which has 1.8 FTE. One option is
further NVR training and using the groupwork as a development opportunity for other staff including
social workers/ children’s practitioners and FWS staff. Do we want to run further groups and how best
do we utilise resources?

Is the group in addition to systemic work or offered instead of to manage waiting list/ those who prefer
groupwork?

Consideration to the make-up of the attendees- ideas for groups- kinship carers; parents with children
under 12/over 12; ASD etc.

Longer-term impact of groupwork- challenges of this and ability to attribute longer term impact without
considering context and systems impacting on the family.



