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This resource has been developed by Sharee Nan Tie, Ros Thorpe and
FIN Qld (Townsville), based on the Cambridge (UK) Centre for Family Research’s
“Protocol on Advice and Advocacy for Parents (Child Protection)”

PLEASE BE ADVISED:
This guide is intended to provide you with information only.
Should you encounter legal problems, it is strongly advised that you seek legal guidance
from a solicitor.
FIN Qld (Townsville) believe that the information provided in this kit is accurate as at
September 2009 and does not accept responsibility for any omissions or errors.
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Advice and advocacy is an important and legitimate resource for parents
whose children are the subject of child protection enquiries. There is a clear
expectation in core guidance that parents should routinely be given
information about how they can access advice and advocacy services from the
outset of the enquiries, and enabled to involve an advocate to support them
throughout the process.
This is based on the premise that:
• a positive partnership between parents and Child Safety Services is the
fundamental principle underpinning the successful protection of children at
every stage of the process, but that
• parents may need to be given support, information and counsel from an
independent advocate, to be able to participate effectively in the process
from an informed position.
When applied in a child protection context FIN suggest that, without
compromising the safety of the child, the core goal of advocacy is to protect,
promote and uphold the rights and best interests of the parents and children
through:
• empowering parents to participate in the child protection process from an
informed position, speaking for themselves wherever possible, and
• promoting good communication, and wherever possible, a constructive
working relationship between the parents and Child Safety Services.
• maintaining a strong advocacy relationship with parents.
NOTE: In situations where it is not possible to establish a constructive
working relationship between parents and Child Safety Services, Advocates
and Supporters should facilitate parents’ access to legal advice and support
as a matter of urgency.
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FIN suggests that all advocates should have the following skills to work
effectively with a parent in child protection:
• specialist knowledge and experience of child protection law and
practice, and of the local policies and procedures in their area, so as to
enable them to advise the parents about the risk to the child, their rights in
the process and the options open to them.
• an ability to listen, counsel and relate to the family in a non-threatening,
non-judgemental and culturally sensitive manner.
• an awareness of their own value base and reality.
• an ability to understand the parents’ reality and how it differs from their
own where the parents and advocate are from different ethnic origins.
• a commitment to equality of service provision for all families, and to
identifying and challenging any form of discrimination they encounter in a
case, for example on grounds of race, ethnicity, gender and disability.
• an ability to manage conflict.
• communication skills so that they can communicate in a confident,
assertive but non aggressive manner.
• negotiating skills so that they can promote partnership between the
parents and the local authority in a diplomatic and constructive manner.
• an ability to stay focussed on the needs of the child as the most
vulnerable party.
• an ability to identify when their own reporting threshold is reached; and
• a professional approach in order that they have credibility with, and can
be trusted by Child Safety Services, without losing sight of their primary
function, which is to empower parents.
NOTE: Always seek legal advice regarding your client’s particular circumstances.
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Advocates perform a wide range of tasks when working with parents.
The extent to which each is undertaken depends to a greater or lesser extent
on:
• the personal ability and strengths of the parents,
• the skills and expertise of the advocate,
• the financial resources available,
• the nature and extent of the child protection intervention in the particular
case,
• the way in which local Child Safety offices implement policies on parental
participation, and
• the involvement of advocates for parents.
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The range of tasks is broad and includes (but is not limited to) the
following:
• developing a trusting relationship with the parent so as to be able to
support them effectively through the process;
• working co-operatively with any supporter who may also be involved so
as to maximise the parents’ ability to participate in the process;
• giving the parent information about the legal and practice framework
and their rights within it;
• helping the parent to clarify the specific concerns about their child, and
how these can be resolved to the satisfaction of the Child Safety Services;
• advising the parent, or helping them to obtain specialist advice, about the
range of options open to them, the likely consequences of choosing a
particular course of action, and thereafter helping them to formulate their
views;
• helping parents to identify their needs and the services they require to
meet those needs. This may arise particularly in relation to Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander families and/or those with disabilities who may need
additional services over and above advice, advocacy and support in
relation to the child protection case;
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• presenting their views and needs either by supporting them to
express themselves to Child Safety Services (for example
helping them to prepare for meetings), or by presenting their
views and needs (either verbally or in writing) on their
behalf;

• identifying when two parents are themselves in conflict and
therefore need separate advocates;

• facilitating an exchange of information and the
development of proposals for resolution of issues in
dispute between Child Safety Services and parents;

• encouraging the parent to work with Child Safety Services,
wherever appropriate;

• challenging Child Safety Services’ view on their behalf
where it appears unreasonable to the parent; and
identifying when legal advice should be sought.

NOTE: In situations where it is not possible to establish a
constructive working relationship between parents and
Child Safety Services, Advocates and Supporters should
facilitate parents’ access to legal advice and support as a
matter of urgency
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This section attempts to address the key ethical and practice issues
which arise when advocates work with parents in child protection
cases. FIN Qld (Townsville) have set out below our view of best
practice on these issues. It is intended to provide a useful
framework for all advocates. However, practising solicitors are at
all times bound to follow the Queensland Law Society’s
professional rules and guidance, which take precedence over
this protocol and any other best practice document.
The role of the advocate is unique. S/he is there for the parent, but must
nonetheless earn the trust of Child Safety Services and the family in order
to build an effective working relationship between both parties. This is
achieved by maintaining, and being perceived to maintain, a delicate
balance between empowering the parents to make informed choices
about, and contributions to, the planning process, whilst also remaining
objective to the extent of being trusted not to collude with or conceal
information which might place a child at risk.
FIN Qld (Townsville) suggest that this balance is most likely to
be achieved, and sustained, if s/he adheres to the following
principles:
Principle 1:
Should the advocate maintain the parents’ confidentiality absolutely?
The confidential nature of the advocate's work underpins the parent’s
ability to trust him/her. Having this level of trust creates a private
environment in which the parents can explore the issues and possible
solutions to the child protection concerns, without jeopardising their
position with Child Safety.
However, there is a critical limitation to this confidentiality:
it must be made clear to parents at the beginning the
circumstances under which confidentiality will be breached.
This includes where there is any indication that a child, the
parent/s themselves or another party may be harmed.
NOTE: Always seek legal advice regarding your client’s particular circumstances.
This is a basic guide only.
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It must also be made clear that the advocate will have no secret
conversations with Child Safety.
It is therefore recommended that advocates adhere to the following
protocols:
1.

If they receive information not already known to Child Safety
Services, which suggests that a child is suffering or is likely to
suffer significant harm, then, subject to the advice and agreement
of their supervisor (and/or professional body), they will make sure
that this information is disclosed to Child Safety, either by the
parents themselves or where they refuse, they will report this
information directly. If the latter, advocates must always inform
parents before disclosing information to Child Safety.

2.

In the absence of receiving such information, advocates should
maintain the parents’ confidentiality according to his/her wishes,
unless ordered to breach it by the court.

Principle 2:
How should advocates implement their reporting
exception?
The threshold for a reporting exception is that the advocate receives
evidence that “a child is suffering, or is likely to suffer significant harm”.
Inevitably, advocates will draw upon their previous professional and
personal experience in deciding whether or not the reporting threshold
has been reached in each individual case.
Note: In any event, an advocate working with a parent in child protection
should not have to make a judgement about whether the reporting
threshold is reached alone. They should discuss the details with their
supervisor. If, following this consultation, they decide that the
threshold has been reached, then they must ensure that this information is
received by Child Safety, either by:
1. The parent disclosing this information, OR
where they are not willing to do so…
2. By giving the information directly themselves.
NOTE: Always seek legal advice regarding your client’s particular circumstances.
This is a basic guide only.
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FIN Qld (Townsville) believe that this is an issue which needs
to be addressed in the training and supervision of advocates.
Principle 3:
Should an advocate ever withhold information from a parent?
“NO”. The advocate is there for the parent. The parents’ trust of the
advocate would be undermined if s/he were willing to receive information
about a parent but then withhold it from a parent.
If information is withheld, the relationship between the advocate and the
parent would be in jeopardy, which might in turn exacerbate any
difficulties the parent was having in working in partnership with Child
Safety.
FIN Qld (Townsville) therefore suggest that unless the advocate is free to
disclose information to the parent, then knowledge should not be shared
with the advocate.
Principle 4:
How does the advocate balance parents’ rights and children’s safety?
Advocates are there to empower the parents and their role is therefore of
a partisan nature. However, FIN Qld (Townsville) also suggest that it is
important that an advocate retains a primary concern on the needs of the
child as the most vulnerable party and communicates this to all involved
parties.
• Help the parent to understand what the child protection concerns are
and why;
• Avoid giving the parents false hopes by reinforcing views which are
unlikely to be acceptable to Child Safety or unhelpful to a parent’s
participation in the process;
• Avoid colluding with anything which might place a child at
risk; and
• Identify when the reporting threshold is reached,
according to mandatory reporting policy of
FIN.
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Principle 5:
How directive should advocates be when working with parents?
The advocate’s role is to support, encourage, and counsel or consult
with the parents to work with Child Safety’s requirements. This may
involve helping them to see what they need to change in their own
behaviour in order to overcome the child protection concerns.
As a consequence, this leads to the advocate being directive to a greater
or lesser extent in the advice that they share. It is essential, therefore, that
an advocate does not become too directive because:
• They cannot make parents do what they do not want to do;
• The parents need to “own” the views being expressed;
• They cannot be held responsible by either the parent or Child
Safety for the way in which that parent behaves in response to the
advice given; and
• Sometimes the parents’ views about the child’s future will lead to
the best outcome for the child.
FIN Qld (Townsville) therefore suggest that advocates should advise
parents, but only to the extent that parents are willing to absorb the advice
they are given into their own thinking and behaviour.
Difficulties, however, may arise with this concept in practice: E.g. if
parents are unreasonably refusing to heed advice such that the
relationship between the parents and the advocate is becoming strained.
In this instance, the advocate should seek advice from their supervisor
about how to proceed.
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Advocates need to be able to negotiate with Child
Safety authorities on behalf of a parent, but they also
need to ensure that parents’ views are heard and their
rights respected. An advocate’s interpersonal style is
very important in this respect, for they need to be both
assertive and constructive in order to maintain this
triangular dialogue.
Note:
If an advocate appears too conciliatory the parents may feel unsupported
and may even suspect them of being on the side of Child Safety
On the other hand:
If an advocate appears too adversarial, they may lose
credibility with Child Safety by appearing to lack a
good understanding of the subtleties of advocacy, risk
and decision-making in a child protection context.
Note:
Parents do not have an absolute and unqualified right to involve an
advocate in meetings. Child Safety (and any other relevant authority) has
the ultimate discretion to exclude an advocate from the conference
setting or negotiations if they find their behaviour is having an adverse
impact.
It is therefore recommended that:
Advocates should adopt a constructive but assertive approach in their
dealings with other professionals in the child protection team and at all
child protection meetings.
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Parents should have a right to involve an advocate in all parts of
the process and this should be clarified with all parties at
the outset.
Despite this, Child Safety does have a right to exclude
anyone whose behaviour is impacting adversely on the
purpose of the meeting or conference.
This would include an advocate whose behaviour fell
into this category.
Generally, in a conference setting, the decision to exclude an advocate
rests with the Chair of the meeting. In order to avoid such an occurrence
(potentially to the detriment of the working relationship between the
family and Child Safety), it is important that all parties are clear about
their remit of their role and the limits to it.
Advocates should consider entering into a three way agreement with the
parent and Child Safety. This agreement should seek to confirm:
• the role of the advocate; and
• Child Safety’s commitment to working alongside the
parent and advocate.
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Whether or not they decide to have an advocate, parents
may still want to involve a supporter. As a ‘supporter’,
people who fall into this category can include: relatives,
friends, befrienders, members of the local community,
religious leaders and representatives from self-help
groups.
Generally, the key feature which distinguishes
supporters from advocates is that their reason for
becoming involved is because they have a personal rather
than a professional relationship with the parent.
The support they provide is therefore likely to be
emotional rather than objective. In this instance, their
role is likely to be complementary to that of an
advocate, and for this reason may co-exist with it.
Questions Regarding the Role of the Supporter
1. How should supporters be briefed about their role?
Supporters who are well informed, are likely to be better equipped to
support parents than those who are not. Their involvement will often be
limited to their family/friend’s case alone, so it is unrealistic to think that
supporters could receive specific training in order to acquire the skills and
knowledge that an advocate has.
A supporter could acquire a good understanding of the process, and their
role within it through:
Specialist support: referral to specialist advice
services, such as Family Inclusion Network, for
written information, guidance and advice about
Child Safety processes; and
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This is a basic guide only.

15

FIN QLD (Townsville)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Briefing Packs - written information on:
The duties / obligations of Child Safety Services;
Information about meetings and family conferences;
What happens in meetings and family conferences?;
What the process entails?
What can happen as a result?
How to challenge outcomes in a constructive manner?
The remit of the supporter’s role.

NOTE: Some parents/supporters may need interpreters/help with
literacy. Advocates / self help groups should ensure that this briefing
information is available in a form which is suitable to all families drawn
into the child protection system. This could be in written, audio or video
form, and should meet the linguistic needs of the people concerned.
In addition, advocates should ensure that a translation/interpreting
service is available to translate the information
into other languages as and when necessary.
Supporters are best able to provide moral and emotional
support if they are well informed. Supporters should
clarify their role as providing personal support with
Child Safety from the outset.
2. How should supporters help parents to
participate in the process?
Depending on their own abilities, skills and knowledge base, supporters
may well be able to undertake many of the tasks which an advocate
undertakes. Undoubtedly, supporters will be able to provide emotional
support to the parent. However, if they are well briefed, they may also be
able to help the parent to:
• Understand the nature of the intervention and the
possible outcomes;
• Clarify and understand the nature of the child
protection concerns as well as Child Safety
requirements for the child's future protection;
NOTE: Always seek legal advice regarding your client’s particular circumstances.
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• Obtain advice and advocacy, as needed, from
specialist advice and advocacy organisations
such as Family Inclusion Network and/or
solicitors;
• Co-operate with Child Safety and establish a
good working relationship.
These tasks will be outlined for them in briefing packs developed by FIN
Qld (Townsville), and explored in training sessions offered through FIN
Qld (Townsville).

3. How should advocates and supporters work together to enhance
parental participation?
When there is both an advocate and a supporter actively involved in the
same case, it is very important that there is clarity about their respective
roles, so that they complement, rather than conflict, with each other.
In these circumstances, the advocate, supporter and
parents should have a three way discussion to clarify
who is doing what, so as to maximise support for
the parent and enhance their participation.
The conditions of the agreement then need to be
communicated to the social worker and any other
professionals actively involved in the case, because
it is not uncommon for Child Safety to allow only
one person to negotiate or attend a meeting on behalf
of a parent.
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In addition to providing training sessions for Advocates and Supporters,
FIN Qld (Townsville) offers individual and group opportunities for
debriefing and ongoing support for Advocates and Supporters.
It is important that Advocates and Supporters make use of these
opportunities rather than debriefing with their own family or friends,
since maintaining the confidentiality of parents and families is a crucial
part of respectful practice.
Furthermore it is important to remember that:
In situations where it is not possible to establish a constructive working
relationship between parents and Child Safety Services, Advocates and
Supporters should facilitate parents’ access to legal advice and support
as a matter of urgency.
Useful contacts for legal advice and support are outlined on the final
page.
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Family Inclusion Network
Qld (Townsville)

Ph: 07 4781 4192
finqldtsv@gmail.com
www.fin-qldtsv.org

Independent Advocacy
Townsville

Ph: 07 4725 2505
Freecall: 1800 887 678

Legal Aid Queensland

Ph: 1300 65 11 88
www.legalaid.qld.gov.au

Legal Aid Queensland
(Indigenous Info Line)

Ph: 1300 65 01 43

Queensland Law Society

Ph: 07 3842 5842

NQ Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Women’s
Legal Service

Ph: 07 47225111 or
Freecall: 1800 074 463

NQ Women’s Legal Service

Ph: 4772 5400

Townsville Community
Legal Service

Ph: 07 4721 5511
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