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Parent Representation Model in
Child Safety Conferences

Due to limited empirical knowledge about
the parent representation model in child pro-
tection, this article describes this innovative
service model and explores the use of parent

representatives in child safety conferences. It discusses the
functions that parent representatives perform and the poten-
tial benefits of their work based on perceptions of multiple
stakeholders: birthparents, parent representatives, and child
protective services staff. Implications are drawn concerning
the use of parent representatives in child welfare.

Marina Lalayants
Hunter College School of
Social Work
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When parents are faced with child maltreatment allegations, they
must interact with a range of systems, including the child pro-

tective services, court, and service providers. Numerous studies have
discussed the negative perceptions and experiences with the child pro-
tection system as described by parents involved in the system.
Birthparents have expressed fear of the child welfare worker’s power
and the system in general (Anderson, 1998; Corby, Millar & Young,
1996; Darlington, Healy & Feeney, 2010; Diorio, 1992; Dumbrill,
2006; Mandell, 2008; Reich, 2005). Families felt misunderstood by
caseworkers (Corby et al., 1996; Fisher, Marsh & Phillips, 1986) and
had little opportunity to voice their opinion or challenge child protec-
tive services workers’ pre-conceived views of their problems and fam-
ily needs (Dumbrill, 2006). Likewise, parents have experienced repeated
stigmatization and blame (Scholte et al., 1999) from caseworkers and
other professionals. Studies have documented the intense feelings asso-
ciated with a child removal and involvement with the child welfare sys-
tem in general. Common feelings included stress, nervousness, anger,
guilt, and shame among others ( Jenkins, 1969). Feelings of isolation,
lack of support, and powerlessness have also been reported (Levin,
1992). In fact, one study revealed that parents in the child welfare sys-
tem found child protective services to be the last place they would turn
for help, out of eleven possible options (Keller & McDade, 2000). 

Nonetheless, parents must navigate their way through these unfa-
miliar and “hostile” systems (Diorio, 1992; Drake, 1996). As evi-
denced in one study, the most essential needs of mothers in the child
welfare system included effective communication skills, capability to
find needed resources and services, familiarity with system policies
and procedures, and ability to handle and control harmful behaviors
to avoid negative judgments by caseworkers (Brown, 2006).
Unfortunately, birthparents often build this knowledge “not from the
expertise of helping professionals … but from their everyday trial and
error experiences of working the system” (Brown, 2006, p. 369).

Due to the nature of child welfare involvement, parent engagement
in a dialogue and service planning is a very challenging yet critical task
in the context of non-voluntary child protection. Parent engagement
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can impact parental outcomes, such as cooperation, service acceptance
and participation (Featherstone & Fraser, 2012), as well as child per-
manency outcomes, such as placements and reunification (Anthony,
Berrick, Cohen, & Wilder, 2009; Cohen & Canan, 2006; Mizrahi et
al., 2009). Without a doubt, innovative approaches diminishing the
barriers to parent engagement and more effectively addressing parental
needs in child welfare services are needed (Marcenko, Brown, DeVoy,
& Conway, 2010). For example, birthparents can benefit from having
a representative or an advocate who could help them understand child
welfare and legal system policies and procedures, support and stabilize
the process, and concentrate on goals they need to achieve on their path
to reunification with their children. Such representatives are frequently
other birthparents who have successfully accomplished their reunifi-
cation goals (Marcenko et al., 2010; Romanelli et al., 2009).

Parent representatives—a term used synonymously with parent
mentors, peer mentors, parent advocates, and parent partners
(Lalayants, 2012; Lalayants, 2013; Berrick, Young, Cohen & Anthony,
2011; Rauber, 2009, 2010; Summers, Macgil, Russell, & Wood,
2011)—are defined as parents who have had personal experiences
with the child welfare system and offer advocacy and support to birth-
parents newly involved in the system (Lalayants, 2012; Lalayants,
2013; Cohen & Canan, 2006; Berrick et al., 2011). 

Since most birthparents suspected of child maltreatment lack
family support throughout the process of investigation and place-
ment, parent representatives can potentially provide such support,
encouraging participation in services and acting as a connection
between professionals and stigmatized parents and as a positive social
comparison (Summers et al., 2011). Anthony and colleagues (2009)
found that parents who received support services from other parents
with similar but successful child welfare histories were more than four
times as likely to achieve positive reunification outcomes as parents
in a comparison group. 

In summary, parent representation service model makes use of
parent representatives who have navigated the child welfare system
for themselves and provides supports throughout birthparents’ child
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welfare system involvement. While desired, the use of such informal
supports in child welfare and, more specifically, in child protection
has not been fully explored. Previous studies argued for the need for
more research on this topic, such as further examining the role and
functions of parent representatives in child welfare and ways in which
they assist birthparents (Anthony et al., 2009; Cohen & Canan, 2006;
Berrick et al., 2011; Rauber, 2010).

Study Purpose

Due to limited empirical knowledge about the parent representation
service model in child protection, this study will attempt to fill this
gap by exploring the following questions: What functions do parent
representatives perform in child safety conferences? What are the
potential benefits of their work?

Study Site
The Child Welfare Organizing Project (CWOP), a community-based
organization in East Harlem neighborhood of New York City, was
used as the study site for this project. CWOP’s mission is to trans-
form the quality of services and increase meaningful parent involve-
ment in child welfare service and policy planning (CWOP, 2013). As
part of the Community Connections program, CWOP trains and
offers parent representatives to serve at child safety conferences in
East Harlem district of New York City.

A child safety conference is a gathering of family members and
child protective services (CPS) to thoroughly discuss the safety con-
cerns and make the best safety decision for a child (Administration
for Children’s Services [ACS], 2008). Child safety conferences are
held at the district ACS child protection office after an emergency
removal has taken place to explore options when protective custody
is being considered due to concerns for a child’s safety, or when legal
intervention is being considered. 

CWOP parent representatives attend child safety conferences to
provide birthparents with support as well as information about their
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rights and responsibilities within the child welfare system. The par-
ent representatives, who are familiar with the community and the
resources available, assist parents to either ensure that their children
remain safely home or become reunified with them after a removal.

Parent representatives go through rigorous six to eight-month
training, developed and delivered by the CWOP staff, that includes
courses in communications skills, community organizing, and the
inner workings of the child welfare and family court systems. One
key qualification of CWOP parent representatives is that each of
them had a personal involvement with the child welfare system. Many
have had a child taken by child protective services; some were suc-
cessfully reunified.

An integral part of the CWOP service model is the linkage
between the organization and the Center for Family Representation
(CFR). While CWOP cannot provide long-term social or legal serv-
ices to the families they meet in the conferences, they can and often
do refer them to CFR for ongoing services. Parents served in child
safety conferences are also encouraged to attend parent support
groups run by CWOP.  

Methodology

Experiences of multiple key stakeholders were studied through qual-
itative interviews in order to examine the functions of parent repre-
sentatives during child safety conferences and the ways in which they
assisted the birthparents. This study was part of a larger multi-method
evaluation project that examined both quantitative and qualitative
data sources (Lalayants, 2012). The data from the qualitative portion
of the study were used in this inquiry.

The qualitative data were generated via interviews with all key
stakeholders: birthparents who attended child safety conferences, par-
ent representatives serving them, and child protective services staff
involved in child safety conferences. The use of qualitative methodol-
ogy provided a deeper understanding and exploration of personal expe-
riences of various stakeholders during the child safety conferences.
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Semi-structured, in-depth interview guides consisting of open-ended
questions followed by more specific probes were used for each partic-
ipant group. The questions were developed after consulting the exist-
ing literature on the topic and with child welfare experts familiar with
the topic. The interview guide provided a general framework, helped
keep the interviews focused, “ensured relevant topics were covered,” and
allowed enough flexibility to keep interviews fairly conversational
(Patton, 2002). To validate clarity and relevance of interview questions,
they were piloted with some of the parent representatives and CWOP
program administrators, as well as during the first set of interviews. 

Participant Recruitment
Qualitative data were gathered through in-depth face-to-face indi-
vidual interviews with all key stakeholders (N = 60) including parent
representatives (n = 9), birthparents (n = 21), and child protective
services workers and supervisors (n = 30).

There were nine parent representatives affiliated with CWOP at
the time of the study, all of whom participated in the study.
Recruitment of birthparents was done through the dissemination of
flyers advertising the study. At the end of each child safety confer-
ence, CWOP parent representatives handed out flyers that briefly
described the study and invited interested parents to call the
researcher to participate in a face-to-face interview. Additionally, rep-
resentatives asked for permission of clients in their database to be
contacted for research purposes by the researcher. Those who agreed
were invited to participate in the study. A total of 21 parents partic-
ipated in the study. Birthparents were offered a small cash incentive
for their participation.

A roster of all CPS workers and supervisors covering the East
Harlem district was obtained from the ACS administration. The ros-
ter contained 40 names with their contact information. Potential
respondents were contacted over the phone and invited to participate
in a face-to-face interview. During the recruitment process, a num-
ber of workers were excluded from the study for the following rea-
sons: transferred to another unit (2); had difficulties scheduling
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interviews or were on leave (6); and were new to the office and had
not have exposure to CWOP (2). A total of 30 CPS staff members
were interviewed in this study. 

The ideal size of a sample is determined by the purpose of the
study and the people to whom one wants to give voice. The qualita-
tive purposive sampling, applied in this study, rests on the notion of
“saturation”—that is, the point at which no new insights are likely to
be obtained (Morse, 1995). Therefore, the sampling is complete when
the information obtained is redundant and no new information
emerges. Since the nature of this study was primarily exploratory and
the goal was not to test hypotheses or to generalize from a represen-
tative sample, the sample size and mode of respondent selection were
thought to be appropriate and sufficient. 

Qualitative Data Analysis 
Qualitative data were analyzed to identify and describe the most sig-
nificant patterns, categories, subcategories, and emergent themes cen-
tral to this investigation. Data analysis of qualitative research requires
multiple simultaneous actions that evolve into a systematic strategy
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Patton, 2002). For that reason in this study,
a blend of methods was employed to capture the essential findings in
the data. 

The researcher performed content analysis of the transcribed data
as recommended by Strauss and Corbin (1990). This commenced
with inspecting, conceptualizing, and categorizing the data by emerg-
ing primary patterns and themes. Then, the themes were organized
by giving a code number to categories and subcategories. Coding cat-
egories emerged from the participants’ rich anecdotal descriptions of
the research material. Finally, the researcher examined convergence
among the identified categories that described the central themes by
merging the information together (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).

The next stage of the analysis involved rearranging the data in new
ways and detecting associations between the core categories and sub-
categories. It focused on intense analysis connecting each category
and theme. This process revealed the relationships between categories

Child WelfareLalayants

113



and themes. Once an understanding about the main themes and core
categories and subcategories was developed, a cross-case analysis of
the data occurred. A construction of a conceptual framework began
(Miles & Huberman, 1994) through which dominant themes of each
respondent’s responses were grouped together, illustrating the rela-
tionships between concepts and themes. 

Rigorous attention was directed toward the quality of the data
collected to ensure that concepts were generated inductively. Direct
quotes from respondents were used, which allowed the readers to
understand quickly and explicitly how various themes and concepts
were illustrated in the interviews (Ryan & Bernard, 2000). The cat-
egories and themes were confirmed independently through “member
checking” with parent representatives and CWOP administration and
“peer debriefing” with a colleague and two research assistants, who
were highly knowledgeable in the field of child welfare and qualita-
tive research methods.

Protection of Human Subjects
The Institutional Review Boards of Hunter College, New York City
Administration for Children’s Services, and New York State Office of
Children and Family Services approved this study as part of the
Human Subjects Protocol. Prior to an interview, each respondent
signed a written informed consent form to participate in the study and
a separate consent form to be audio-recorded. The interviews were
conducted in a private environment, lasted about 30 minutes, were
audiorecorded with the respondent’s permission, and were transcribed
by research assistants. Participation was entirely voluntary and confi-
dential. Each interview participant was assigned a unique number. All
identifying information about respondents was omitted or disguised. 

Findings

Birthparents (BP), parent representatives (PR), and child protective
services caseworkers and supervisors (CPS) were questioned about
the functions of parent representatives in child safety conferences and
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the ways in which they assisted birthparents. Multiple themes
emerged from each group of participants, though there were simi-
larities among responses. Respondents identified such prominent
themes as providing resources; offering support; mediating; engaging par-
ents; educating and navigating; preserving families and child safety; pro-
moting family-centered approach; and influencing parental behavior.
Additionally, parent representatives discussed the influence of their
work on themselves through gaining personal fulfillment.

Providing Resources
Parent representatives frequently described the significance of their
role in making practical resources available to parents, such as con-
crete references to needed services. One representative argued that
when it came to resources, “You don’t know where to go and how to
get it” (PR 2). Their assistance to families extended into various areas,
for example, finding resources for separated families or families that
were on the verge of separation, parenting classes, and so on. An inter-
viewee added that, “We tell them about the alternatives and sup-
portive services” (PR 7).

Representatives possessed and offered extensive knowledge about
available resources and services in the community. One parent rep-
resentative clarified that her responsibilities involved “… helping par-
ents find resources in the neighborhood so they don’t have to travel
from Brooklyn to Queens for parenting classes or whatever services
they might need…” Another representative explained that being part
of a community organization, they were able to offer services and
resources that ACS could not.

Similarly, numerous parents mentioned that parent representa-
tives provided useful resources, such as information and referrals to
services. Some parents indicated that although they no longer had
involvement with ACS, they continued to be in contact with their
parent representative as a resource due to the rich information they
were able to offer. Parents felt that representatives could share useful
information on employment opportunities, welfare benefits and other
supports outside the realm of child welfare.
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CPS workers described parent representatives being knowledge-
able about the community and having exclusive familiarity with many
community programs and resources. A caseworker described the role
of representatives as being particularly importance because “…a lot
of times the clients that we service are not really aware of what’s avail-
able in their community in terms of services… and the representa-
tives are able to connect them to those services” (CPS 27). Another
CPS staff member commented on the specialized knowledge of rep-
resentatives and argued that, 

Someone who’s been through the services…can suggest more
resources, especially in that community, better than what ACS
has. They know the little ins and out, they know the commu-
nity agencies that we may not know or better work with
because often times they’re from the community, they live in
that community and they know that community (CPS 30).

Providing Support
Parent representatives depicted themselves as birthparents’ “support
team” and emphasized that they “were there for the parent.” They
emphasized their goal of providing emotional support, which
involved communication, reassurance, and empowerment.

Supporting parents was partially accomplished by establishing a
trusting relationship, which involved sharing their personal similar
experience to let birthparents know they “have been there and have
gotten through it,” “they understand things that no one else can,” and
that “success is possible, no matter what.” One parent representative
stated, “I’ve been there, so I can be of some support and to assure
them that they’re not the only ones that have been through what
they’ve been through. That other people make mistakes, too. There
are people out there to help you to come around, to come through
what you’re going through” (PR 9). Another respondent further
described her way of supporting the birthparents as follows: “Letting
them know I’ve been there, so I understand the frustration, but we’re
gonna use the frustration on a positive note” (PR 1). 
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Parent representatives encouraged and empowered birthparents
to take charge of their lives and their case; they encouraged and
empowered them to advocate for themselves and showed that “you
don’t need someone to advocate for you.” One representative empha-
sized the following: “I get to empower other people and, you know,
they’re happy that they don’t have to go through this system forever
and that someone is there to help them actually understand what
they’re going through.” (PR 9). Another respondent further explained
that her role was “to give them [parents] a sense of empowerment…
People feel powerless in this process ‘cause workers will make you feel
powerless, they will tell you that you can’t bring families to the table”
(PR 7). Due to their personal experiences involving CPS, parent rep-
resentatives “know what it is like to feel powerless” in the system, and
their goal is to empower their clients with knowledge and support. 

Parents depicted their representative as a source of strength in an
emotionally delicate situation. For example, as one respondent
claimed, her emotions would have escalated and would have perhaps
caused a negative case outcome, if it was not for the support of the
parent representative:

I was more than willing to accept their help because at the
time I needed that help and that support. I needed somebody
to listen to me, to hear me, you know, I would cry out for help
but it seemed like my opinion didn’t matter. And thanks to
these people [CWOP representatives] who gave you a chance
to speak and voice your opinion and listen to you, and it helped
me cope with the situation that I was in (BP 9).

Similarly, CPS workers described emotional support in terms of
calming parents down, acknowledging their emotions, comforting
parents, offering advice and just being there for them. One CPS
worker described the emotional advantage of having a parent repre-
sentative present at the child safety conference as follows:
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Usually parents come in for child safety conferences, they’re
already scared. They’re already thinking, “there might be court,
you’re taking my kids; I have nobody there for me.” So just
having a parent representative there for them, it’s helpful.
More emotionally than anything. They have somebody there
they can just turn to (CPS 13).

Child safety conferences were noted as being a stressful, emotional
and intimidating event. Multiple respondents emphasized the impor-
tance of having someone “on your side.” Phrases like “sitting next to
the parents,” “someone in their corner,” “someone neutral,” “someone
other than ACS personnel in the room” and “someone who is not a
professional,” were used in multiple CPS worker responses to express
their perceptions of advantages for parents to have a representative
present at the child safety conference. One caseworker articulated the
differences in regards to advocacy that occurred when a CWOP rep-
resentative was not present: 

What makes a difference is that there is an outside voice,
but when there is no representative there, it seems like we
are just attacking the parent, and that’s the way that they
feel. It’s like there is more chaos and a whole chaotic process;
it seems like it is elevated when there is no other person in
the room (CPS 3).

Though parents were aware that CWOP representatives charac-
terized an unbiased party that provided support and guidance, many
argued that just knowing that representatives were not affiliated with
ACS was comforting and enough to allow their presence at the child
safety conference. 

Parents further emphasized the benefits of having the represen-
tative physically present at the conference. One respondent com-
mented as follows: “The parent representative who attended my
conference was really there for me…” and “I felt more comfortable
when I had the representative with me … I felt safe” (BP 10).
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Respondents stated that having someone sit next to them and let
them express their emotions and thoughts was extremely helpful:

I was honored for somebody to have been there to represent
me because at times I don’t know how to speak up and open
my mouth. So I was happy to have someone there to repre-
sent me because they [ACS] have their whole table with their
supervisors and everything and it felt much better for me to
have someone too (BP 6).

A different respondent described the physical set-up of the child
safety conference:

As far as the conferences, even the ones in the future, I would
still like to have somebody there in my corner because with
ACS, when you go to these safety conferences, it's like you got
this facilitator, you have the ACS worker, which is right there,
is already uncomfortable, but then on top of that you have the
supervisor. So it’s three people and then you’re by yourself, it’s
like three against one person (BP 11).

Respondents recalled the difficult situations and emotions they
experienced, and how their case may have turned out differently if a rep-
resentative was not there to help them. Some argued they would have
been lost without their parent representative and that they requested to
have a representative at every ACS meeting they have had since inter-
acting with one. Similarly, when faced with another ACS meeting, one
respondent described his parent representative as “armor,” and explained
that when ACS denied the representative access to the meeting, he was
upset because “y’all [ACS] got your people, I need mine. I had got very
comfortable with her helping me with my situation” (BP 8).

Mediating
CPS workers recalled cases where the presence of a parent represen-
tative was essential to the proceedings of the child safety conference
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and served a mediating role between the ACS and parents. Two case-
workers mentioned the same example in which the parent had a hear-
ing impairment, and despite the presence of a translator, the
representative was able to bridge the communication barrier.

We had a deaf person in the family. The CWOP person was
the first person who understood that the interpreter wasn’t
really representing the family correctly. So we stopped the con-
ference. If she wasn’t there we would’ve probably continued
and we really wouldn’t have been able to engage the mother
for her full understanding. The parent representative made a
difference in that case (CPS 30).

A conference that comes to mind is a conference in which the
mother was hearing impaired. We had an interpreter in the
room, but we found out through the conference in all the dif-
ferent gestures that the client was making that even though
the person was signing, it was very different from what the
mother understood, so there was a communication problem.
And I saw the representative not even able to sign, bring that
mother down, hold her hand, and have conversation with her
as best as she could. This mother had been known to become
very physical, and wanted to reach out and have an altercation
with the worker, and she didn’t. It was all because of how that
representative stepped in even though they didn’t speak the
same language at all (CPS 29).

Though these scenarios are by no means typical, they reference
particular instances in which the presence of a parent representative
was critical to the child safety conference outcomes. Other respon-
dents suggested that due to the presence of a neutral party, the con-
ference not only ran smoother, but ultimately allowed them to focus
on safety concerns, not the stigmatization and stereotypes involved
in the situation.
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Engaging Parents
Multiple respondents reflected on parent representatives’ ability to
skillfully engage birthparents into a dialogue. In establishing a trust-
ing relationship with parents and promoting engagement, both birth-
parents and representatives identified unique and instrumental
qualities of CWOP representatives such as being “personal,” non-
pressuring, “non-judgmental” and non-stigmatizing. All interviewed
parents described CWOP parent representatives as “friendly,” “nice,”
“respectful,” and “easy to talk to.” They emphasized the non-pressur-
ing manner in which the representatives presented themselves as one
of the main factors that contributed to their decision to accept their
help. One birthparent shared her experience:

She presented herself in a diplomatic way; very friendly. And
she gave me an option, “If you don’t wanna talk to me, you
don’t have to, I can leave right now… but this is what they’re
going to ask you… and do you feel that you want my pres-
ence?” So I had an option… I was like, “Well, the way she’s
presenting herself, yeah, please stay…” (BP8)

Another parent described the following situation: 

She introduced herself to me and my youngest daughter, she
shook my hand, she called me by my first name! You know,
these things mean a lot, to have somebody call you by your
name. It was very different because she came to me as opposed
to shout out my last name from across the room. It was like
… “What can I do for you?” Then she explained what her role
was, who she was, so I was very comfortable… (BP13) 

With the use of their similar experience of child welfare involve-
ment, parent representatives were able to make birthparents feel com-
fortable and engage in a dialogue. Representatives mentioned that
knowing what parents were feeling and understanding the dynamics
of the situation increased the authenticity of their work and helped
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gain trust from parents. One representative depicted the benefits of
revealing her past: 

A lot of times parents don’t want to talk about ACS. They kind
of shut down. If they meet someone who’s actually been
through it and has custody back of their children, it makes it
a little easier for them to open up and be honest. You build
trust that way. We share many similarities. It kind of opens up
that door a little bit. They might feel comfortable talking to
me about things they may not say to their social worker
because I have more of their trust, they feel their workers
might use it against them, and me, on the other hand, I’m
going to help them overcome that and just focus on what they
have to do to make themselves better and stronger so they can
be a better parent to their children (PR 1).

The importance of differentiating the role of CWOP representa-
tives and their non-affiliation with ACS were also frequently identi-
fied as critical to engagement. This helped establishing a comfortable
and safe space for parents to engage with the representatives. As one
representative noted, “Once you say you’re not ACS, it’s like a load
that gets off of them; that’s when they open up” (PR 2).

Educating and Navigating
CWOP representatives helped parents new to the child welfare sys-
tem with understanding what it felt like to be alone in the system and
not knowing where to turn or what to do. Representatives believed they
were accountable for informing parents of what their rights were, what
they could and could not do, and what they should expect as they inter-
act with the child welfare system. Some representatives acknowledged
the difficulties that parents new to the system faced in terms of gen-
eral knowledge about child welfare policies, regulations, and language
used in case conferences. They commented as follows: “I will go to a
conference and help the parent in the conference to navigate through
the different terminology, help the parent understand the reasons why
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they were brought to this meeting” (PR 5) and “…make sure they
understand their rights, that their rights aren’t being violated; make
sure they understand everything that’s going on at that conference” (PR
6). Another representative added, “I go with them to court; I sit in on
their case conferences; I speak with their permission to the workers on
their behalf to get more visits to see how services are going…” (PR 1). 

Parents emphasized the roles parent representatives played in edu-
cating them, navigating through the system, explaining the process
of the child safety conference and what followed, assisting in under-
standing the language used by ACS as well as understanding their
family needs. Representatives assisted parents in understanding the
multiple avenues that ACS and the parents would be required to pur-
sue in order to ensure child safety and reunification.  

CPS staff acknowledged the difficulties many parents faced in
understanding the professional language used in the child safety con-
ference, and how CWOP representatives were particularly helpful in
translating the jargon. One worker commented, “Yes, I think all of us
get caught up in ACS language, and CWOP helps us slow down and
realize it” (CPS 23).

Birthparents shared that they were often unfamiliar with the jar-
gon used during the multiple conferences they were required to
attend. Only very few of them mentioned receiving a booklet or
pamphlet that defined the most common terms and acronyms used
by child welfare workers, but more interviewees argued their rep-
resentative made sure they understood everything that was said in
the conference right then and there. They commented on the abil-
ity of parent representatives to speak their language and explain
things to them in a way they could understand. One parent elabo-
rated that her representative “asked ACS people to explain to me
what everything meant, cause I didn’t know what remand meant”
(BP 21). Similarly, another birthparent depicted the communica-
tion she had with her representative as “the CWOP worker was
explaining to me the way I would explain to one of my friends” (BP
6). Another parent described a situation where though she under-
stood the literal meaning of the words used by ACS, in the context

Child WelfareLalayants

123



of the child safety conference it was necessary for her representa-
tive to explain to her what the terms meant:

ACS was using the bigger words like “paroled” and, you know,
I understood the words, but they sound different. Like
“neglect”… I felt like I wasn’t neglectful but you know the
advocate told me there’s a difference…in law terms neglect is
different from the neglect that we would think outside of the
law (BP 14).

The majority of CPS respondents recognized the high degree of
stress parents experience when interfacing with CPS not only due to
the nature of the child welfare system, but also because most parents
were uninformed about the process. Birthparents agreed that CWOP
representatives were particularly useful in helping them navigate the
system. One respondent in particular used the phrase “she guided me
through it” multiple times during the interview, and argued that he
felt more informed about the process due to having a representative.
Another parent expressed her thoughts on the benefits of having a
parent representative as follows: “…Having a parent representative
or an advocate next to that parent gives them the will and the power
to navigate” (BP 10). When asked to describe some of the differences
in the child safety conferences where parent representatives were pres-
ent and the conferences where they were not, one interviewee com-
pared by saying, “I knew I was stepping into the lion’s mouth, but I
knew how to get out this time. The first time [without a parent rep-
resentative] it was kind of more like ‘oh, my God.’” 

Preserving Families and Child Safety

Most parent representatives clearly stressed their primary goal of
keeping children safely home, preventing children from going into
out-of-home care, and reunifying families. Representatives com-
mented that they wanted to see children grow up in their own
homes, with biological parents, and they wanted to promote healthy
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reunifications that resulted in no further involvement with child wel-
fare services. Some of them emphasized the significance of this goal
by mentioning it a number of times throughout the interview: “My
goal is to keep children out of the system. That is my goal. To keep
children in their homes” (PR 3). Similarly, another respondent stated,
“We expect to accomplish less removals, definitely less removals—
that’s one of our main goals, and if there are removals, that they stay
in their communities” (PR 6). 

While preserving families was an important aspect of their work,
considering the safety of the child was equally essential. One inter-
viewee clarified that although she preferred to see children with their
biological parents, she would never want to keep a child in a danger-
ous or unhealthy environment. She further clarified: “My goal is reuni-
fication. But, I think not in all cases they all need to be home. We do
have moms that do beat our children to the extreme where they need
to be raised somewhere else in a safe environment” (PR 1). Another
respondent echoed, “I want children safe at all times (PR 2).”

Parent representatives communicated their goals to parents who
they worked with in an honest and straightforward manner. One rep-
resentative explained, “We are clear about what safety and risk are all
about. We are clear that families need to be safe, we are clear about
telling parents things they don’t want to hear” (PR 7). Another
respondent added: 

I keep it straight with my parents I come across: “I’m trying
to help you. I’m not trying to hurt you. I know you want your
children home or you wanna keep them home; but these are
some of the things we have to do as parents to better the safety
of our children.” (PR 1).

Promoting a Family-Centered Approach
Though their observations were based on anecdotal data, parent rep-
resentatives talked about the perceived role in promoting the family-
centered and strength-based approaches during the child safety
conferences through their advocacy, presence, and making parents
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voices heard. One respondent explained, “I want parents to get the
rights that they need and the help that they need instead of taking them
away, ‘cause when you do that, it’s really not helping anybody” (PR 2).
Described in the interviews as “leveling the playing field,” parent rep-
resentatives helped birthparents fully understand their rights and have
the opportunity to voice their concerns or opinions, despite the feel-
ing of stigmatization that many of them experienced. Representatives
helped combat the stigma associated with negative conceptions, such
as bad parenting, mental illness, neglect, and abuse. As one represen-
tative stated, “Not every parent that gets the call is a bad parent. You
can’t judge one parent because of one parent’s mistake” (PR 1). Another
representative explained with the following example: 

I think there are some child protection workers who like to
use mental health challenges as a means to say that they can’t
parent. And we don’t allow that. We tell them about the
alternatives and supportive services to people, who actually
can be wonderful parents. Some child protection workers
don’t understand domestic violence even though we have
Nicholson legislation in place. They still don’t understand
the dynamics; they want to victim-blame. So, we have to
inform them of that (PR 7).

Respondents further noted changes over time in the ways in
which parents were treated by ACS and the child welfare system in
general, favoring the preservation of families rather than the separa-
tion of biological parents and children: 

It’s been rewarding to see changes done in the system because
it seems that now even politicians and other people are lis-
tening to the parents. It’s not just ACS workers ... They’re also
hearing what parents have to say, which is important (PR 3). 

Parent representatives noticed the change in ACS processing;
they recognized that parents were beginning to get their voices

Vol. 92, No. 5Child Welfare

126



heard, and “ACS was starting to listen.” “Yeah, we’re getting there,
but we’re not quite there yet” (PR 1). One CWOP representative
noted that “ACS is looking different. There is a consensus-based con-
ference where your opinion makes a difference. You know your fam-
ily better than anyone, and ACS is willing to hear that now” (PR 7).
Another respondent agreed: “We made some leeway … for upcom-
ing families who unfortunately get that knock on their door … Now
parents have more voice, we have more parent advocates in agencies
helping families” (PR 1).

CPS workers felt that CWOP representatives were improving the
traditionally negative perception of ACS. Many CPS workers com-
mented on the stigma associated with ACS and on the lack of infor-
mation parents had about ACS. One respondent explained the critical
role parent representatives played in bridging this gap: 

I think they help families to understand what ACS really
means to them. Families come in, and there’s a lot of emo-
tions, they’re very upset, often times they’re angry. And for
large systems that can be misconstrued as families not want-
ing to work with us. But you know, families have feelings about
their children being taken away from them. So, they [parent
representatives] help to balance that out. The CWOP repre-
sentatives are able to help families understand what that is,
move beyond it and help them show up and be present to have
a conversation with ACS about what safety is like for their
child (CPS 29).

Influencing Parental Behavior

Most respondents recognized the intense feelings that many parents
experienced during child safety conferences. Parents described rep-
resentatives’ skills to make them feel comfortable and calm them
down before the conference. Parent representatives’ role in inspiring
and encouraging parental self-control emerged from many parent
interviews. Parents explained that representatives prevented them
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from “letting their emotions get the best of them.” They acknowl-
edged the ability of parent representatives to diffuse situations that
may have resulted in a negative case outcome:

She helped protect my rights and just make sure what you
should say and shouldn’t say, like you know “don’t go in aggres-
sive, I know you’re upset.” She gave me the play by play of
everything that was gonna occur, which was very good for
someone just not going in blind-sighted. It’s like you could
self-incriminate yourself (BP12).

Another parent summarized by saying: “They [parent represen-
tatives] basically teach you how to get over ... they help you deal with
ACS” (BP 5). 

Gaining Personal Fulfillment
Perhaps an unintended outcome, while parent representatives were
motivated to help birthparents, they simultaneously and inadvertently
were helping themselves in multiple aspects of their lives. Self-moti-
vation concerned the underlying positive consequences the repre-
sentative gained from helping others overcome barriers that they
themselves were once faced with. One respondent explained that her
work as a parent representative encouraged her to learn all the rights
she had as a parent and all the resources that were available to her,
things she “didn’t know where out there,” and commented, “I can’t
believe I know the things I know now” (PR 2). 

Moreover, representatives felt their work was beneficial to them-
selves because it helped them feel empowered, knowledgeable, and
filled them with pride; it gave them “great pride” to see their clients
be successful, knowledgeable parents. One representative depicted her
work satisfaction as follows: “My benefit is knowing that if they need
me, I’m there for them. It’s letting them know that if you need some-
one to talk to, I’m there, that you’re not alone. That they can count on
me” (PR 1).  Another respondent further described the positive regard
and overall satisfaction that she felt from parents she worked with:
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Sometimes I see former clients in public and different places
because I am in the community and I work in the community
places. Quite often I’ll see these families, and they’ll come up
to me and say some kind words to me... (PR 5).

Parent representatives enjoyed helping other parents through sup-
port, empowerment, knowledge, and resources. One respondent com-
mented that the rewards of her work were: “Knowing that parents
have more options, that there is a more open forum to dealing with
personal issues within the family, knowing that I made some of those
changes through my own personal stories” (PR 4). Another respon-
dent stated that her work reminded her of just how far she had come:
“…it’s good to see for myself ... It’s a growth for me cuz I’d be like
‘wow, I never wanna go back there.’ I can see where I came from …
Helping others, I’m also helping myself at the same …” (PR 8). 

When asked about the rewards of her work, one parent repre-
sentative defined it as seeing children who are not going into care and
knowing that she was there to protect the rights of the parent. Others
added the following: 

When I see children that are not going into the care, that to
me is like “Yes!” I feel so good. I feel like I’m the parent. And,
I see the parent happy, and I see that no one is taking advan-
tage of the parent ‘cause I was there. It’s just really rewarding
seeing the family together (PR 2).

…For my parents to come back to me and say “My kids are
coming back home!” or “They’re on their way home!” I’m like,
“Yes! We did it!” You know, that’s a good feeling. ‘Cause that’s
how I felt with my kids. When the referee said “your chil-
dren have gone home,” that was like I hit the lotto. That was
my “wow” right there… I still stay in contact with my par-
ents that I’ve helped get their children back. We stay in con-
tact with one another, just check and see how they’re doing,
how their kids doing in school, if everything is ok, do they
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need anything… And I still keep that relationship with them
even after everything is finished (PR 1).

Discussion

This study described an innovative parent representation service
model in child protection implemented by the Child Welfare
Organizing Project, a community-based organization in New York
City. The study explored the use of parent representatives in child
safety conferences based on perceptions of multiple stakeholders—
birthparents, parent representatives, and child protective services staff,
identified benefits of this model, and generated knowledge about the
needs of birthparents undergoing child maltreatment allegations. 

All interviewed parents found the services provided by parent
representatives as highly beneficial and needed. The findings demon-
strated that due to their personal experiences and successes in the
child welfare system, parent representatives helped other parents
navigate the system, educated them, and provided guidance through
the process. Acting as role models to parents struggling to cope with
their realities, parent representatives exhibited a unique ability to
understand the perspectives of birthparents that were often impos-
sible for professionals to relate to due to varying personal and pro-
fessional experiences, beliefs, and/or the overburdened nature of the
system. Because parent representatives had been through the child
welfare system, struggled with substance abuse, and felt the stigma,
social isolation, and the range of emotions related to the child wel-
fare system involvement, they could relate to their client on levels
that child protection staff could not. Parent representatives occupied
a unique space between a friend and professional (Featherstone &
Fraser, 2012). While they had specialized knowledge about the child
welfare and legal systems, they were not affiliated with statutory enti-
ties, which afforded them the opportunity to develop a trusting rela-
tionship with parent clients.

Trained to guide parents through the complexities of the child
welfare system, parent representatives served multiple functions for
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their clients mainly through the use of shared experience, communi-
cation, and support. As a method of engagement and encouragement
for the birthparents, representatives used their personal past experi-
ences in communicating to clients what got them involved with child
welfare services and what they had to do to reunify with their chil-
dren. Communication has been described in prior studies as a key
factor in the work of parent representatives (Anthony et al., 2009).
Unlike caseworkers and legal workers, parent representatives took the
time to talk to parents and answer any questions they had. The study
findings were consistent with previous research highlighting the abil-
ity of parent representatives to speak “the same language” as their
clients (Lalayants, 2013; Berrick et al., 2011). Figuratively speaking,
birthparents may not understand the legal jargon used by child pro-
tective services staff, and due to the often relaxed, informal relation-
ship between a parent and representative, they are likely to feel more
comfortable asking them to explain the terminology rather than the
CPS caseworker. Representatives acted as “cultural brokers,” inter-
preting the terms and regulations of the legal entities into an ordi-
nary and understandable language to the family (Hess, Barr & Hunt,
2009; Marcenko et al., 2010; Singh, McKay & Singh, 1999).  Previous
research has emphasized that parent representatives’ legal and proce-
dural familiarity contributed to birthparents’ understanding and
increased cooperation (Featherstone & Fraser, 2012). 

Parents found representatives’ presence reassuring and calming;
their support facilitated communication and engagement not only
with the representatives but also CPS. Comparable to findings of
Featherstone and Fraser (2012), birthparents believed that represen-
tatives’ presence, advocacy, and support positively impacted the out-
come of their case because it influenced their self-destructive
behavior, enabled them to contain their emotions, and empowered
them. Frame, Conley and Berrick (2006) have similarly argued that
a shift in parental attitudes may lead to parental empowerment which
can lead to parental engagement in services, potentially impacting
reunification outcomes. Through support and empowerment parents
were motivated to incrementally gain control over their own lives
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(Cohen & Canan, 2006; Anthony et al., 2009; Berrick et al., 2011).
The study findings indicate that the representatives can poten-

tially increase the amount of social capital that each parent possesses
by educating and guiding them through the internal and external
workings of the child welfare system. Berrick and colleagues (2011)
claimed that “peer mentors are key allies in navigating community
providers, improving social networks, and responding to intrapersonal
barriers and challenges between parents and agencies” (p. 180). 

Finally, parent representatives were not only beneficial for the
client; their work provided self-fulfillment and continuously helped
them become better parents. Berrick and colleagues (2001) found a
common theme of continued learning and increased confidence
when they interviewed parent partners. Through their work with
birthparents, parent representatives were constantly reminded of how
far they had come.

Some study limitations should be noted. For example, generaliz-
ing from the study findings should be done with caution since the
purpose of this study was primarily exploratory and the study
employed a non-experimental design. Additionally, the data were
generated from a small convenience sample relying on qualitative self-
reports. While qualitative data emphasizes the benefits and value of
this service model to birthparents, outcome data on its effectiveness
should further be collected and assessed. Furthermore, the urban set-
ting in which the study was conducted is unique given that New York
City functions quite differently in many ways than other American
cities. Beyond this, practices employed in urban areas may work dif-
ferently in suburban and/or rural settings. 

Models of peer advocacy in child welfare are becoming popular
(Cohen & Canan, 2006); however, they have mostly been untested.
Future studies should rigorously evaluate the parent representation
service model in order to be able to learn about its effectiveness and
possibly replicate, deliver and/or sustain it effectively. Additionally, it
is important to examine the effects of parent representation on both
parental and child outcomes. Nonetheless, the initial results are prom-
ising, and the responses generated from birthparents, child protective
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workers, and parent representatives have been positive. With limited
empirical knowledge about the parent representation model in the
child protection field, this study makes a step forward by generating
knowledge on the functions and benefits of parent representatives in
child safety conferences. The study findings could help child protec-
tive services staff understand birthparents’ experiences going through
child safety conferences and help them engage in the decision-mak-
ing about their case.

Summary

Child welfare-involved parents are often isolated and lack support
and skills to navigate complex systems. Programs using a parent rep-
resentation service model in child protection can offer an exceptional
and critical form of support and empowerment to birthparents, pro-
mote parental engagement and cooperation, and teach system navi-
gation skills. While there is a notable emphasis on an overall
family-centered and strength-based approach in child welfare, much
progress is still needed in giving voice to parents, empowering them,
including them in decisionmaking about the case, and seeking their
cooperation. Funding should be directed to recruiting more parent
representatives to assist birthparents in their communities as well to
educating and training child protective services workers by transfer-
ring values and strategies implemented by parent representatives.
Although additional research is certainly necessary, it appears that
programs such as the Child Welfare Organizing Project in New York
City may be an important step toward building partnerships with
families impacted by the child welfare system in promoting child
safety, well-being, and permanency.
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