Pathways through Resistance

F&CS Orientation to Working with our ‘Involuntary’ Child Protection Clients 

Some Key Points to Remember in our Efforts to Provide Service that Produces Positive Outcomes 

‘Resistance’ … “the inherent capacity of a living being to resist untoward circumstances…”

‘CAS intervention’  … for many clients, an untoward circumstance
‘Client Resistance’ – The ability to resist often is a personal strength in that it keeps one from being hurt by untoward circumstances.   In order to deal effectively with resistance, we need to expect and respect resistance in our work.  Resistance to an imposed external demand is inevitable; it is a natural human response to a perceived infringement on a person’s sense of freedom, integrity and self-interest.  We also need to recognize that when we identify ‘resistance’ in a client’s behaviour, we also need to take an inward look – Have we “challenged” them towards positive change or driven them to a “fight or flight” response by not meeting them at their level?

Point #1: Understanding the Source of Resistance – As humans, we all want to be free to choose and make our own decisions.  The nature of the work of child protection is often perceived by the parents we investigate, to have the capacity to ruthlessly impose the will of the state on their family, demanding that they change against their wishes.  The first reaction to imposed change for anyone is usually resistance.  Imposed change seems to trigger the equivalent of our emotional immune system, as we instinctively try to reject the imposed change.  Resistance offers evidence that parents feel the impact of the demands for change we bring to them.   Therefore, if we don’t expect and respect their resistance and simply plough through with our agenda, we’ll be chasing our tail in our efforts to intervene with an effective service plan with the family.

Point # 2: The face of resistance may take many different forms, from open hostility, to passive aggressiveness.  The genesis for resistance for most of our clients is fear.  Fear of losing control of their life; fear of losing part of their family; fear of not understanding why they need to change; fear of not knowing how to change; fear of us and the power of the state that we represent.  If we try to see the face of resistance as a mask for fear, it makes parent’s behaviour more understandable and workable.   

Point # 3:  Surface the resistance.  

If the resistance is not out in the open, we need to talk about it.  If we want to work with it and through it, the client needs to feel that expressing their resistance openly is as safe as possible.  This is unlikely to be a comfortable or pleasant conversation, however, it is key piece to potentially getting the client aligned with our demands for change.  Listening to or allowing the resistance ‘air time’ does not imply that we agree with the point of the resistance. Leaving it underground ensures at best, a surface level of cooperation only, and much more likely the sabotage of any proactive interventions we try to put into place.  

Point # 4:  Respect the resistance.  

Denying the right to voice their resistance sends a strong message that the person’s opinion doesn’t count with us.  At this stage, listening and acknowledging the feelings behind the resistance is important.  This may be one of the few times in our client’s lives that people in authority have provided a safe environment for them to register their anger and fears.  Telling them that you appreciate them voicing their concerns will help create a good working relationship will reinforce a more constructive relationship.  We may never get them to the point where they like the demand for change, however, we might engage them in a good enough, respectful working relationship.  “It is OK that you don’t like what is going on”.  

Point #5:  Examine the resistance with the client. 

Now that it is out in the open, explore the resistance a little deeper with the client if you can.  Is it a general fear of CAS, authority, the anger at the referral source etc.?   “Tell me what is bothering you most about all of this”.

Point # 6: Recognizing the need for change in our work generally is a result of, or generates, a crisis within a family.   People are most amenable to change within the 21 days following the precipitating crisis when they see that some kind of change is necessary to relieve the tension.  This is the period where we need to work first and foremost with clients to consolidate their recognition of the need for change.  We need to clearly, honestly and relentlessly spell it out for them what changes we believe they need to make to parent more safely and effectively.  We also need to get them to explain, in their language and with their values as a reference point, what parts of our demand for change is necessary.  In doing so we need to listen to their perceptions, their fears (however expressed) and their view of the changes we have identified as being needed.  Ask them things like “Tell me what it is like when your baby cries for hours & won’t be soothed” – listen for their own sense of trauma and loss.  
Point # 7: -  Trying to Understand a Parent’s perception of their ability to change.  

Another place where fear may look like obstinance or resistance is when parents do not honestly know where to start to change, or their self esteem or self image is so low that they think the change we are expecting is impossible for them to accomplish.  If in fact they are feeling that way, expecting confidence and enthusiasm from them to make the change is unrealistic.  If we assess that this is the case, we need to spend some time exploring this with them, gauging where they need support and counselling to get them to the point where they feel they can.  Permitting the family to identify their strengths is a start.  Beginning steps need to be first and foremost ‘do-able’ so that they can recognize their achievement and experience some success.    Plan to notice this achievement and to provide encouragement and recognition early in the process.     

Point # 8:   Pace Clients – Respect that the family is probably doing the best they know how.  Despite our mandate that pressurizes the need for change, we need to remember to assess and begin where the client is at, not where we want them to be.  It is said that even professionals need to be told something seven times in seven different ways before it is understood, let alone accepted.  How often do we give up on clients understanding before we hit that threshold?  This doesn’t mean that we soft-peddle or try subterfuge – we need to be very clear, direct, determined & relentless in communicating the need for change.  We then need to be willing to keep pace with the individual needs, learning styles and capacity of parents. 

Point # 9: – Help clients create their own positive vision for their future.  Remember that the vision must be positive for them!  If it is, it will energize.  The vision may be to ‘get CAS out of my life’.  While we may not word the vision this way but if it motivates or provides hope for the client and the outcome is that they provide ‘good enough’ parenting in the end, we have done our job.  Hope is the most important foundation for positive change.  Feeling that they have a say and a stake in the change is another.  

Point # 10 Provide a target point.  

Resistance to change climbs fast when people don’t know where they are headed.  Even when change becomes scary, frustrating or downright hard work, clear, purposeful goals that are directed towards that positive vision of the future help keep parents from giving up.  Try to work in some small, low risk steps that helps them succeed.  

Point # 11: -  Be flexible.  

Give parents an active role in designing their service plan.  The gains we get in terms of commitment usually exceeds what we lose in following a tidy, micro-prescribed, liability focused or technically correct plan of service.  We need to give them enough information about the options available and what they can reasonably expect from each option.  Keep our expectations clear on the necessary outcomes, but give them as much latitude as possible on how they plan to get there.  As clients design ‘how they will get there’ assist them to set up the tasks/activities that can be seen to have been accomplished.    Remember wherever possible; help them set up some small, but significant challenges early in the process that will give them a high probability of success.  This will help boost their confidence and give them something to draw on in the struggles ahead. 

Point # 12- Promise a roller-coaster ride.  Often in behavioural changes, things get worse before they get better.  When we help clients anticipate this, they are less likely to feel defeated and become more resistive to ongoing intervention when their initial efforts don’t work out the way they would like. 

Point # 13: - Be a coach.  This can be the toughest time for you but also the most rewarding part of your job. At this stage you need to continue to sell them on the need for change, their vision, their capacity to change & to help them keep focused on the positive and the possible.  Be an encourager.  Cheerlead their awkward attempts and efforts as well as their successes.  You also need to tell them honestly and directly, how they are doing in their efforts to change, what they are doing well, and how they can further improve or enhance their progress.   Use the here & now and temporal process of change to encourage clients to continue to try again.  E.g. “You were more clearly aware of the developing power struggle than ever before.  Good for you!  Next time, you can use your new awareness to give you an earlier warning to withdraw from the power struggle”.  

Point # 14: Under promise and over deliver.  

Whether it is verbalized or not, when we arrive on time, provide a little more service than we promised, respect their efforts and deliver on all of our commitments to the family,  we gain their trust and respect.   When we over promise and under deliver, we gain the opposite.  

R.Pagnello

Needs of Parents in the Intervention Process *

In the field of child protection, our primary responsibility is to protect the child.  In the vast majority of cases we serve, this is most effectively done through effective interventions with the parents.  Often, the parents we serve have grown up without their own needs for protection, security and nurturance being met in a healthy fashion.  If we can help them recognize the impact this can have on their own children and intervene to strengthen and enhance their parenting behaviours, we can help create a cycle of ‘good enough’ parenting. The following is a way to help understand the impact of the negative parenting our current parents experienced as they grew up and how we can engage them in the change process.

· Parents need help to feel good about themselves, to make up for the devastating belittling they have experienced in their own lives.

· Parents need to be comforted when they are hurt, supported when they feel weak and liked for their likable qualities -- even when these are hard to find.

· Parents need someone they can trust and lean on, and someone who will put up with their crankiness and complaining.  They also need someone who will not be led into accepting their low sense of self-worth.  

· Parents need someone who will not be exhausted with them when they find no pleasure in life nor defeat all their of attempts to find it.

· Parents need someone who will be there in times of crisis and who can help them with their practical needs, by leading them to resources that they can use or by giving more direct help.

· Parents need someone who will not criticize them even when they ask for it, and who will not overly tell them what to do or how to manage their lives.  They also need someone who does not use them in any way.  

· Parents need someone who will help them understand their children without making them feel either imposed upon by having to understand what they cannot, or stupid for not having understood in the first place. 

· Parents need someone who can give to them without making them feel of lesser value because of their needs.  Parents need to feel valuable, and eventually they need to be able to give of themselves and to have some role in helping others.  

* Adapted from E. Davoren.  “Working with Abusive Parents”  
Assessing Client Readiness for Change

Determine if it is a ‘Will they?’ or a ‘Can they?’ problem.  

Is it “Will they” or an attitudinal issue… for example, “Why should I change” or, “I don’t know if I can change”, or is it a “Can they” or capacity issue … where the parent does not have the ability or capacity to learn and implement the change.   (NB… Do not confuse this with our inability to meet the clients learning style or current level of motivation.)

	Stage
	Trouble-shooting – What is the Root Cause
	If Stuck, try …

	Does the Client See the Need to Change 
	· Have we explained the problem in a way that they can understand? 

· Have we identified the specific and measurable areas where they need to improve?  E.g. Feeding skills, discipline, supervision etc. 

· Do they see what the outcome will be if they do not change 

· See “Pathways through Resistance”
	· Clearly Define their role as a parent – 

· What are their  responsibilities as a parent 

· Why is that important for their child 

· How are they doing – positive and negative

· What specifically can they do better 

· What is in it for them if they do or don’t change

	Do they feel they can change?  
	· Lack of confidence, sometimes hidden by ‘resistance’ 

· Loss of hope, depression etc. 

· Overwhelmed by instrumental issues (housing, finances etc.)

· Overwhelmed by emotional issues (relationships, intimidation, recent loss etc.) 
	· Explore reasons why in a non-threatening manner.

· Try to establish some small, meaningful steps where they can succeed and see the success early.

· Encouragement, support, coaching 



	
	
	

	Do they have the right information to be able to change?  
	· Information they have is faulty (“My mother said that the only way to get kids to mind their parent is to give them a good smack once in a while”) 

· 
	· Assess their level

·  Provide information in a ‘user-friendly’ way – Remember, many of our clients struggle with written material or have specific learning styles – find out how they learn best 

	Do they have the right instrumental resources to make the change? 
	· Are there instrumental barriers (e.g. transportation to services, educational toys we can help them address?)  
	· Wherever possible, empower them to obtain the resources by giving numbers, transportation etc. 

	Have they seen someone do what it is we are asking of them?
	· Talking or reading about something is very different than observing it done well.  
	· Model the behaviour in a matter of fact manner 

· Role-playing 

· Be creative - is another parent willing able to demonstrate it?

· Show videos like “The Simple Gift” series 

· Think of the Infant massage model process whereby therapist models touch on a doll and the parent practices on child. 

	Practice under supervision 
	· Have they ever had an opportunity to try out new behaviours under a benevolent, watchful coach’s eye? 
	· Have them perform parts or all of the tasks, building in success along the way. 

· Catch them doing something right. 

· Offer prompts, and feedback re:  suggestions for improvement and positive reinforcement

· Develop charts, which detail the temporal process of change for them relating to the task to be accomplished so they see their gains and successes in your absence. 

	Ready to Teach others 
	· Parent feels successful but is ready and wanting to get more recognition for skills and help other parents succeed 
	· Difficult to coordinate,  but occasionally we can have these parents do a presentation, co-lead a specific piece of a parenting group etc.  

· This not only consolidates their learning but can promote confidence and security in CAS in  other parents as well. 


Article - Responding to Defensive Communication *

Purpose;  To reduce the client’s defensiveness.  

Discussion:  The social worker must be skilled in reducing a client’s need to be defensive and guarded.  Schlosberg and Kagan (1988, 7) 

· Have the new worker review the article and talk about how they would use the information.  

Techniques and Guidelines for Social Work Practice 

Sheafor, Bradford & Horejsi, Charles & Horejsi, Gloria.  Toronto: Allyn & Bacon, 1997. 

