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From: To:

Experimental Control Total Experimental Control Total

Study Open 5 5 10 14 7 21

Study Closed 2 4 6 17 10 27

Subtotal Study Participants 31 17 48

Sibling Open 12 10 22 23 13 36

Sibling Closed 3 12 15 32 18 50

Subtotal Sibling Participants 55 31 86

All Participants Open 17 15 32 37 20 57

All Participants Closed 5 16 21 49 28 77

Total All Participants 86 48 134

Experimental Control Total Experimental Control Total

Study Open 5 5 10 14 7 21

Study Closed 2 4 6 19 12 31

Subtotal Study Participants 33 19 52

Sibling Open 12 10 22 23 13 36

Sibling Closed 3 12 15 35 22 57

Subtotal Sibling Participants 58 35 93

All Participants Open 17 15 32 37 20 57

All Participants Closed 5 16 21 54 34 88

Total All Participants 91 54 145

Total All Refusals 0 0

Total (IV-E and State)

Activity 04/01/02 to 08/31/02 Cumulative Total at 08/31/02

IV-E

Activity 04/01/02 to 08/31/02 Cumulative Total at 08/31/02

Fresno County: Family Conferencing
Summary

April 1, 2002 August 31, 2002



From: To:

Experimental Control Total Experimental Control Total

Study Open 3 4 7 17 12 29

Study Closed 6 1 7 10 3 13

Subtotal Study Participants 27 15 42

Sibling Open 5 6 11 25 14 39

Sibling Closed 9 1 10 15 7 22

Subtotal Sibling Participants 40 21 61

All Participants Open 8 10 18 42 26 68

All Participants Closed 15 2 17 25 10 35

Total All Participants 67 36 103

Experimental Control Total Experimental Control Total

Study Open 3 4 7 20 13 33

Study Closed 7 2 9 11 5 16

Subtotal Study Participants 31 18 49

Sibling Open 5 6 11 27 16 43

Sibling Closed 11 2 13 17 8 25

Subtotal Sibling Participants 44 24 68

All Participants Open 8 10 18 47 29 76

All Participants Closed 18 4 22 28 13 41

Total All Participants 75 42 117

Total All Refusals 0 0

Total (IV-E and State)

Activity 04/01/02 to 08/31/02 Cumulative Total at 08/31/02

IV-E

Activity 04/01/02 to 08/31/02 Cumulative Total at 08/31/02

Riverside County: Family Conferencing
Summary

April 1, 2002 August 31, 2002
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Family Conferencing Power Analysis 
 
Analysis: Proportions 
 
one-tailed z-statistic 
α=.05 
β=.2 
Power (1-β)=.8 
 
Riverside County 
What percentage of children will have achieved permanency by 12 months? 
 
(Percentages in the kinship and non-kinship example are based on conversations with Riverside 
County. The example illustrates the change in sample size due to a change in percentages and 
effect size.) 
 
kinship placement non-Kinship placement example 
Exp:  49% Exp: 54% Exp: 50% 
Comp: 44% Comp: 49% Comp: 30% 
Diff: .05 Diff: .05 Diff: .2 
Table 1231/1231=2462 Table 1231/1231=2462 Table 73/73=146 
N 2050/1231=3281 N 2050/1231=3281 N 120/73=193 
 
 
 
Fresno County 
What percentage of children will be placed in foster care by 12 months? 
 
(Percentages and effect size in the first example were calculated by averaging the findings from 
three family preservation evaluations that conducted random assignment. The two other 
examples illustrate the change in sample size due to a change in percentages and effect size.) 
 
family pres studies example example 
Exp:  28% Exp: 30% Exp: 20% 
Comp: 39% Comp: 45% Comp: 40% 
Diff: .11 Diff: .15 Diff: .2 
Table 280/280=560 Table 128/128=256 Table 64/64=128 
N 465/280=745 N 210/128=338 N 107/64=171 
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2

Fresno County 
What percentage of children who will have at least one maltreatment referral since entering the 
study? 
 
(The county has predicted percentages based on a review of 22 Family Conferencing cases [11 in 
each of the two groups]: 3 experimental and 5 comparison children had subsequent maltreatment 
referrals.) 
 
Exp:  20%  
Comp: 35%  
Diff: .15  
Table 108/108=216 
N 180/108=288 
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Research Benefits

Defines
Model components
Program variations

Discriminates from traditional practice
Links process with outcome
May clarify essential features

5

Current Approaches
Lupton (1998)

Extent to which FGC empowers families 
Family allowed control over process and outcome?
Conference observations, key informant interviews and 
questionnaires 

Vesneski & Kemp (2000)
Qualitative analysis of conference plans

Family-centered practice?
Strengths-based practice?

Pennell (2001)
Defined FGC principles and practices to be used to 
assess model fidelity

6

THE WAIVER PROJECT IS 
COLLABORATIVE

US DHHS

COUNTIES

CBOs

UCB
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THE WAIVER TESTS 
A CENTRAL HYPOTHESIS

The flexible use of IV-E dollars will allow the 
implementation of “innovative” service 

delivery models that are:

No more expensive
than traditional child 
welfare services

At least as effective
as traditional child 
welfare services

8

THE EVALUATION CONSISTS OF 
FOUR SUBSTUDIES

1. Wrap-Around

2. Family Conferencing

3. Community Mentoring

4. Shared Family Care

9

Will the opportunity to utilize IV-E funds 
flexibly, to provide…

Result in better outcomes for children & families? 
Ensure a more satisfactory process?
Mobilize community supports?
Achieve cost neutrality?
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10

3 Interrelated Studies
Impact (Outcome) Study 

Process Cost
Study Study

Waiver
EVALUATION

Experimental Design

11

WHY RANDOM ASSIGNMENT?

12

THE IMPACT STUDY LOOKS AT 
OUTCOMES

Child Outcomes
• Safety
• Placement type & level
• Permanence
• Well-being
• Client satisfaction

Family Outcomes
• Caregiver well-being
• Family functioning
• Use of informal supports
• Client satisfaction

Administrative 
Data

In-depth 
Interviews

Conference-
Specific

Data
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THE PROCESS STUDY 
PROVIDES CONTEXT

OUTCOMES

Organizational
Structure

Service 
Aspects

Political 
Climate

Economic
Factors

Observation

Site visits

Focus groups

Consortium

Int
erv

iew
s

Questionnaires

14

THE COST STUDY

Cost Neutrality  
(California Department of Social Services)

Cost Effectiveness
(University of California at Berkeley)

15

2 COUNTIES ARE PARTICIPATING

Children
maintained in-home, 
placement prevention

Children
in foster care, 
placement stability 
and permanence



Thomas, K. & Choice, P.  - California’s Title IV-E Child 
Welfare Waiver Demonstration Project Evaluation:  Assessing 
Model Fidelity in Family Group Decision Making.  

AHA FGDM Roundtable - June 2-5, 2002 6

16

Timelines
Riverside

Family conference 
within 2 months
Follow-up 
conferences at 4, 6, 
9 months from 
program entry.
Children exit 
program when case 
is closed to the court 
and agency

Fresno
Family conference 
within 2-3 weeks
Plans re-evaluated at 
90 days
Service provision <= 
6 months

17

Enrollment Status 
(as of 5/20/02)

Fresno
129 children total
47 “study children” 

30 experimental
17 control

82 siblings 
52 experimental
30 control

66 closed cases

Riverside
101 children total
43 “study children”

29 experimental
14 control

58 siblings
40 experimental
18 control

19 closed cases

18

2 UNIQUE CONTRIBUTIONS

Experimental Design

Model Fidelity Assessment
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19

Developing instruments for 
the Waiver

Step 1:  What does the literature say?
Step 2:  Define research questions
Step 3:  Operationalize

20

Dimensions of FGDM

• Philosophies
• Goals
• Structure

21

Underlying Philosophies
Families have the most complete information 
about themselves in order to make well-
informed decisions
Children have the right to safety, knowledge of 
their familial and cultural heritage and a voice in 
decisions that affect them
The long-term protection and welfare of children 
are best served through collaboration between 
families and community and agency support 
systems
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Goals of FGDM

Recognize and respect families, their 
communities and their cultures
Include children in the decision-making 
process
Increase family support and mobilize 
extended family and community 
resources

23

Structural Components

Referral
Preparation and planning
FGDM meeting
Follow-up and event planning

24

Family Group
Conferencing

Private family time
No formal strengths 
assessment phase

2 Major Models

Blended Models

Family Unity
Formal strengths     

assessment phase
No private family time
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County Models

Riverside
Family Unity 

Formal strengths 
assessment phase 
Family plans are 
developed and 
approved by all 
conference 
participants

Fresno
Blended Approach

Formal strengths 
assessment phase
Private family 
meeting time             

26

Step 1 2

Philosophy:
Families have 

the most 
complete 

information 
about 

themselves 
to make 

well-informed 
decisions

Are family members
allowed at least 

as much say 
as professionals in 

formulating the 
conference plan?

27

Step 2 3

Are family 
members

allowed at 
least as 

much say as 
professionals 
in formulating 
the conference 

plan?

Who do you think had 
the most say in the 

plan?

The family?

The professionals?

Family and 
professionals had 

equal say?
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Step 1 2

Goal:
Recognize 

and respect 
families, their 
communities 

and their 
cultures

Do family members 
indicate that efforts were 

made to adapt the 
meeting process to fit 

their needs and 
preferences for:

Scheduling?
Location? 
Language?

29

Step 2 3

Do family members 
indicate 

that efforts were 
made to adapt the 

meeting process to fit 
their needs and 
preferences for:

Scheduling?
Location? 
Language?

Was the 
location, date 

and time 
convenient?

Was the  
conference 

conducted in a 
language you 
understand?

30

Step 1 2

Structure:
Family Group 
Conferencing 

vs. 
Family Unity  

vs. 
Blended Model

Does the conference 
structure include 

Private Family Time? 

Are family strengths 
a focus of the 

conference discussion?
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Step 2 3

Does the 
conference 

structure include 
Private Family 

Time? 

Are family 
strengths 

a focus of the 
conference 
discussion?

Did the conference include 
Private Family Time during 
which:

The family meets in private?

Non family members attend     
only if invited?

Which topics were addressed?

Family strengths

Family pride

32

Direct 
Observation 
Framework

3 Sets of Tools

Family
Conference

Surveys

Follow-Up 
Survey

33

Confer-
ence

Surveys

Participant
perspectives 
essential

family-centered
community-based
collaboration

Geographic 
distance
Role differences
Administered 
immediately 
following the 
conference
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34

Follow-
Up

Survey

Plan implementation
Influence on outcomes
Supplement face 
interview data
Mailed 6-months 
following the conference

35

Obser-
vation
Frame-
work

Intermittent 
administration
Supplement and enrich 
survey data
Parallel items on 
conference survey
Coding by neutral 
observer

36

Conference participant 
survey results

Data collection:  April-01 - April-02

Fresno: 108 surveys; 17 cases
Riverside: 36 surveys; 7 cases

Per conference:
1-11 surveys 
Average of 6
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Structural aspects

Preparation and planning
95% - Purpose of conference was explained
93% - Reason for participant’s presence explained

Information sharing
95% - Got the information needed to participate

Plan finalization
98% - How the child would be cared for was clear

38

Conference model

Alone 
time? Fa

mily
 

str
en

gth
s?

+ Alon
e t

im
e 

+ St
ren

gth
s

(Blen
de

d)

+ Strengths 

– Alone time

(Family Unity)+ Alone
time 

– Strengths
(FGC)

– Alone
time

– Strengths

39

FGC vs. FUM vs. Blended

Private Family Time - 76% 
89% Strengths addressed:  Blended Model
11% Strengths not indicated:  FGC Model     

No Private Family Time - 18% 
35% Strengths addressed:  Family Unity Model
65% Strengths not indicated: Facilitated 
discussion
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40

Respect for Families, 
Communities and Culture

Felt respected98%
All important participants included90%

Understood language98%

Convenient time

Location easy to travel to98%
Family members:

97%

41

The long-term protection and 
welfare of children are best 
served through collaboration 

between families and community 
and agency support systems…

42

Conference Composition

70% family
13% community
11% other
6% friends

Most conferences 
were attended by 
family and 
community 
members

Plan:
1.
2.
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43

Indicators of Collaboration

96%90%Conference format 
helpful

89%93%Satisfied with plan

Felt unsafe

Discussion dominated

Say what I wanted

Question No Private 
Time

Private Time

8%5%
15%24%
96%88%

44

Families have the most complete 
information about themselves to 

make well-informed decisions

69%32%Family and 
professionals had equal 
say

Family had the most 
say

Professionals invited to 
attend Private Family 
Time?

Question

NA32%

No Private 
Time

Private Time

23%32%

45

Mobilization of Family and 
Community Support + Resources

More community 
support

More family 
support

Family 
responsibility

Family talking 
about problems

Discussion, planning 
addressed:

42%30%

50%69%

79%84%

79%93%

No Private 
Time

Private Time
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Early Results

Respondents indicate fidelity to structural 
components
Families appear to be highly satisfied with 
FGDM
FGDM seems to embrace a high level of 
collaboration among families and 
professionals
FGDM increases the role of families in plans 
for caring for children

47

Instrument plusses

Pilot tested
Strong face validity
Easily administered on a broad scale
Research representatives need not be 
present

48

Inclusive of all participants
Longitudinal perspective
Supplemental observational data
Fine tune to fit a specific program 

+ + ++ +
+ 
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49

Instrument drawbacks

Administration displaced on the 
conference facilitator or agency staff 
Literacy assumptions
More testing needed

50

Opportunities

Highlight differences between service 
innovations and traditional practice
Facilitate replications
Increase confidence in conclusions
Policy Advocacy

51

Conclusions

Model fidelity assessment ensures that 
implementation remains consistent with 
FGDM ideals
Must reach beyond structural aspects
Assessing family perspectives is crucial
Future research is needed to discern which 
aspects of the FGDM models best serve 
families and achieve desired results



Thomas, K. & Choice, P.  - California’s Title IV-E Child 
Welfare Waiver Demonstration Project Evaluation:  Assessing 
Model Fidelity in Family Group Decision Making.  

AHA FGDM Roundtable - June 2-5, 2002 18

52

Questions and Answers
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