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Introduction 
Jenny McGrath and Kelly Shaw 

Why This Book? 
During a gathering of  Child and Youth Care practitioners and educators 

held before the Unity Conference in 2024, participants identified the need for 
a new resource focused on working with families from a Child and Youth Care 
perspective. While Child and Youth Care Practice with Families (Fulcher & Garfat, 
2015) has served as a foundational text in CYC education, the continued 
evolution of  the profession has created a need for a resource that reflects 
contemporary practice and acknowledges that our understanding of  relational 
family work continues to deepen through the experiences of  practitioners, 
families, and researchers. A subsequent call for chapter submissions received 
an overwhelming response, demonstrating the commitment of  practitioners 
and educators to advancing family practice within the field. 

We are deeply grateful to Thom and Leon for their generosity, 
encouragement, and unwavering support in bringing this book to life. Both 
have made enduring contributions to relational Child and Youth Care practice, 
shaping the thinking and practice of  generations of  practitioners and 
educators. We are appreciative of  Thom’s thoughtful editorial guidance 
throughout this project. His willingness to read drafts, ask difficult questions, 
challenge our thinking, and offer steady encouragement strengthened both the 
manuscript and our confidence as editors. 

We also extend our appreciation to all the authors who generously shared 
their knowledge, experiences, and perspectives. Together, their contributions 
create a collection that reflects the diversity, complexity, and significance of  
family work across Child and Youth Care contexts. Collectively, they affirm 
that families are not peripheral to Child and Youth Care practice – they are 
central to it. It is our hope that Child and Youth Care Practice with Families: A 
Relational Approach reflects the ongoing evolution of  the profession while 
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contributing to our continually deepening understanding of  relational 
approaches to working with children, youth, and families. 

 
Family at the Heart of Child and Youth Care Practice 

At its core, this book is grounded in the belief  that working with families is 
not a specialized area of  Child and Youth Care practice; it is fundamental to 
ethical and effective practice. Regardless of  practice setting, children and youth 
are connected to families, relationships, communities, and broader social 
systems that shape their experiences. Meaningful Child and Youth Care 
practice therefore requires engaging with families through a relational lens by 
recognizing their strengths, respecting their expertise, and understanding the 
context and lifespace in which they live. 

Throughout this book, relationships are presented not simply as a practice 
skill, but as the foundation upon which responsive, ethical, and effective family 
work is built. Relational practice requires practitioners to consider not only the 
circumstances of  families’ lives, but also their own assumptions, values, 
responses, and ways of  ‘being in relationship’. Family work begins with 
understanding, connection, and partnership. 

 
A Relational Approach to Family Practice 

Throughout this book, readers will encounter interconnected ideas that 
shape relational Child and Youth Care practice with families. Across the 
chapters, relationships are understood as both the foundation and the process 
of  practice, requiring practitioners to engage with families through reflection, 
and with humility, and ethical intention. Families are recognized as partners 
whose lived experiences, knowledge, strengths, and voices are essential to 
meaningful collaboration. 

Practice is situated within the broader contexts of  culture, community, 
policy, and systems, recognizing that families’ experiences are shaped by social 
conditions and the environments in which they live. Relational family practice 
requires clear and respectful communication, attention to rights and advocacy, 
and a commitment to ongoing learning through supervision, mentorship, and 
reflective practice. Together, these themes invite readers to understand family 
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work not as a collection of  techniques, but as a relational way of  being with 
children, youth, and their families. 

 
A Resource for Learning, Practice, and Reflection 

We compiled this book first and foremost for students and emerging Child 
and Youth Care practitioners. Our intention was to create a resource that is 
accessible and engaging, using clear language while remaining grounded in 
theory, CYC frameworks, and the complexity of  everyday practice. We also 
hope the book will be meaningful for educators, practicum supervisors, 
experienced practitioners, and those from related disciplines who seek to 
deepen their understanding of  relational family practice. 

Although the focus of  this book is working with families, the themes 
explored throughout extend well beyond family-focused courses and 
perspectives. Relational practice, ethics, trauma-informed approaches, diversity, 
advocacy, communication, collaboration, and professional identity are central 
to Child and Youth Care education and practice more broadly. The chapters 
reflect diverse family experiences, cultural contexts, and practice environments, 
recognizing that relational practice must be responsive to the uniqueness of  
each family, community, and circumstance. 

The book unfolds in five parts, taking readers on a journey from 
foundational understandings of  relational family practice to the complexities 
of  applying this approach across diverse experiences, communities, and 
systems. Beginning with the values, theories, and professional formation that 
shape family work in ways that are similar and different than other practice 
contexts, the chapters then explore principles for practice, lived experiences of  
families, and the ways relational approaches are adapted within different 
contexts. The book concludes by looking toward the future of  Child and Youth 
Care practice, emphasizing voice, rights, advocacy, and the ongoing 
responsibility of  practitioners to strengthen relationships with children, youth, 
and families. 

 
Looking Forward 

As editors, we invite readers to approach this book with generosity, 
curiosity, and openness. The chapters that follow do not offer simple answers; 
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rather, they invite reflection, dialogue, and continued learning through the 
diverse experiences, perspectives, and questions explored throughout the book. 

We hope readers recognize the courage and expertise of  families, honour 
the relational work of  practitioners, and remain committed to asking 
meaningful questions. Above all, we hope this book sparks conversation, 
challenges assumptions, affirms practice, and support readers in continuing to 
develop their own relational way of  being with children, youth, and families. 
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Relational Child and Youth 
Care Practice with 

Families 
Thom Garfat and Leon Fulcher 

Relational Child and Youth Care practices are fluid and ever evolving. We introduce this volume 
by exploring further ways in which the 25 characteristics of  a Relational Child and Youth Care 
approach to practice extend to working with families – whenever and wherever possible. Our aim 

is for Relational Child and Youth Care practitioners to ‘think family’ in all they do, and to 
actively pursue opportunities for family members to engage in restorative processes. 

 
 
Introduction 

Relational practice has been evolving in the Child & Youth Care (CYC) field 
for some time (See, for example, the 1st issue of  the journal Relational Child & 
Youth Care Practice, 2003 published over 20 years ago). Digney (2025) noted in 
his introduction to the Unity 2025 conference “Relational Practice as a concept 
within the caring professions (including Child & Youth Care, Social Care, Social 
Work, Education, Medicine, Psychology, etc.), has grown from the work of  
many pioneers over recent decades” (Digney, 2025, np.). Thus, we see that 
Relational Practice is not unique to Child & Youth Care. Cleece et al. (2025) 
claimed that “Relational practice is pivotal to social work and is vital for 
meaningful intervention”. So, in CYC we are not alone with this focus. 

However, while Relational Practice has continued to evolve across many 
professions, as noted by Lamph, et al (2023, p. 1) we “do not yet share a well-
defined common understanding of  relational practice”. Yet, as we shall see, 
Relational Practice is evolving its potential and definition within Child & Youth 
Care. As Gharabaghi said: 
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“Relational practices are a conceptual framework that holds 
enormous value and potential for practice as well as for theoretical 
development within the field of  child and youth care. But like so 
many other great concepts, we are prone to simplify this one, 
consider it interchangeable with predecessor concepts such as 
relationship-based practice.” (Gharabaghi, 2024, para.8). 

Relational Child & Youth Care practice is distinct from other relational 
approaches in that it is founded on the 25 characteristics of  Relational Child & 
Youth Care Practice (Garfat et al, 2018) and is focused on both how we are in 
relationship and the in-between between us (Garfat, 2008), This differentiates it, as 
well, from what has been historically called ‘relationship-based practice’ as 
Relational Child & Youth Care practice focuses on the characteristics of  the 
relationship itself, rather than on the individual participants and their actions, 
which is common in other fields. In Relational Child & Youth Care practice we 
are constantly focused on the in-between between us. For example, “Is it a 
place of  safety, a place of  pain, a place of  learning or fear?” The B.I.D. (Being, 
Interpreting, Doing) model frames the process of  intervention for Relational 
Child & Youth Care Practice (Freeman & Garfat, 2014). As van der Westhuizen 
and Garfat (2024) stated, “Relational CYC Practice is a way of  being in the 
world with others in which the focus is on moments of  connection and 
togetherness (Gharabaghi, 2019), which is appropriate as most of  our 
problems in communities are rooted in our disconnection from one another 
(Freeman, 2021)” (para. 10). 

We assert that Relational Child and Youth Care practice with families is 
potentially the most dynamic and effective approach to helping families and 
family members live their lives differently and with less pain. 

Historically, Child and Youth Care was considered a sub-profession and the 
practitioners themselves were considered subservient to other helping 
professionals, most commonly Social Workers (Garfat & Charles, 2010). 
However, with the continuing evolution of  a distinct method of  practice, Child 
and Youth Care practitioners (CYCPs) have come to be recognized as having 
particular expertise and a unique approach to working with children, young 
people and families (Fulcher & Garfat, 2008; Garfat, 2004). 
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Because Relational Child & Youth Care practitioners are engaged with the 
family in the everyday moments of  their lives, this allows them to intervene 
pro-actively, responsively and immediately to help the family and family 
members learn new ways of  being, acting and experiencing, in the moment, in 
their world (Bureau, 2005; Fulcher & Garfat, 2008). This immediacy of  
intervention creates ‘in-the-moment learning opportunities’ that permit 
families and family members to experiment with new ways of  interacting with 
and experiencing others as they are living their lives. Relational Child and Youth 
Care practice with families is based on being in-the-moment with the family and 
family members, experiencing with them their life and living as it unfolds 
(Baizerman, 1999; Garfat & Charles, 2010). 

Relational Child and Youth Care practice with families is based on helping 
families and family members live their lives differently as they are living it 
(Garfat, 2002; Garfat et. al., 2024). Such practice is focused, timely and 
practical. Relational Child and Youth Care practice with families is an 
immediately responsive form of  helping which uses “applied learning and daily 
knowledge to inform more responsive daily encounters” (Fulcher 2004, p. 34). 
Relational Child and Youth Care practice enables family members to learn and 
rehearse new thoughts, feelings and actions in the most important arena of  
their lives, their daily life space(s) as it is happening (Maier, 1981). Relational 
Child & Youth Care practitioners are attuned to the voice of  family members 
and bring their knowledge and experience to their encounter with these voices, 
with the intention of  clearly meeting family members where they are at which 
also involves understanding how they got to where they are now.  

In this chapter, we use the term Relational Child and Youth Care practitioner 
(Garfat & Fulcher, 2018) seeking to emphasize the plethora of  job titles 
embraced by child and youth care practitioners world-wide (Gharabaghi, 2009; 
Phelan, 1999; 2009). Relational Child and Youth Care practitioners, 
supervisors, family workers, instructors, trainers, educators and researchers 
operate within and between the multiple daily life spaces where children, young 
people and family members live. 
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Relational Child and Youth Care Practice with Families 
Relational Child and Youth Care practice focuses attention on what Garfat 

called ‘the in-between between us’ (2008; 2025a), or the ‘co-created space 
between us’ (Garfat & Fulcher, 2012; Peterson, 1988). Bellefeuille and Jamieson 
(2008) noted how “relational practice is a dynamic, rich, flexible, and 
continually evolving process of  co-constructed inquiry … [where] meaning 
emerges within the ‘space between’ the individual, family, or community” 
(p.38). This is a central feature of  Relational Child and Youth Care practice. 
This co-created space, the in-between between us, (Garfat, 2008; 2025) represents 
the ‘hub of  the wheel’ around which all other characteristics of  practice 
revolve. This co-created in-between between us which we often call the 
relationship involves more than just ‘having a relationship’ with the other 
person(s). Rather, it invites us to consider the characteristics of  this space itself  
(Garfat, 2008, 2025). As Gharabaghi (2014, p. 9) stated “relational practice 
shifts the focus from the actors engaged in some form of  interaction to the 
experience of  interacting regardless of  the specific actors”. It means that the 
Relational Child and Youth Care practitioner is continuously attending to the 
co-created relationship dynamic that is unfolding in the in-between between 
us, wondering, for example, ‘Is this a safe place?’, ‘Is this a learning space?’ or ‘Is this 
place of  pain or oppression?’ The focus is on what is unfolding in the co-created 
in-between, not just the individuals in the relationship. “The in-between 
between us is a co-created space of  connection, intimacy and co-created 
reality” (Garfat, 2025a, para.9). The in-between between us is, indeed, the 
context for our interactions with families and family members. And thus, the 
practitioner is constantly asking “how is what I am doing or thinking of  doing, 
likely to impact on the in-between us” (Garfat, 2025a, para.10). 

This focus on the ‘co-created in-between between us’ ensures that a Relational 
Child and Youth Care practitioner remains attentive to the mutuality of  
relationship with and within the family, recognizing that all parties to the 
relationship with, and within, a family create and are influenced by it (Fewster, 
1990). Stuart (2009, p. 222) argued that ‘the relationship is the intervention’ and this 
focus on the relational helps to ensure that a Relational Child and Youth Care 
practitioner maintains such a focus. Smith’s (2009) re-thinking of  residential 
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Carrying the Conversation 
Forward 

Kelly Shaw, Jenny McGrath and Thom Garfat 

hen we first envisioned this book, we hoped to contribute to an ongoing 
conversation about the place of  families within Child and Youth Care 

practice. At its foundation is the belief  that children and young people cannot 
be understood apart from the relationships, families, communities, and systems 
that shape their lives. 

The contributing authors draw on diverse perspectives, experiences, and 
contexts to explore family work. Together, they remind us that meaningful 
Child and Youth Care practice is defined not only by what we do, but by how 
we engage with children, young people, and their families. Across these 
chapters, family work is presented as a way of  practicing that requires 
thoughtful engagement, reflection, and partnership with families. 

Perhaps one of  the strongest messages presented in this collection is that 
family work affirms Child and Youth Care professional identity. Working with 
families extends beyond the acquisition of  skills; it reflects a way of  practicing 
that requires ethical responsibility, collaboration, and a commitment to 
understanding families within their unique lifespace. This professional growth 
is supported through supervision, mentorship, continued learning, and 
openness to new perspectives. 

The chapters also acknowledge that family work is complex and shaped by 
the unique relationships, histories, strengths, and circumstances of  each family. 
Practitioners often work within uncertainty, where there are no universal 
solutions or predetermined ways of  engaging with families. Meaningful 
practice requires responsiveness to each family’s circumstances and an 
understanding of  the broader contexts that shape their lives. Within this 
complexity, Child and Youth Care continues to be grounded in the possibility 
of  growth, connection, and change. 

W 
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These chapters offer continued opportunities for reflection across practice, 
education, supervision, and professional learning. The collection does not 
provide a single approach to family work but invites ongoing consideration of  
how Child and Youth Care practitioners engage with families in ways that are 
thoughtful, responsive, and always grounded in relationship. 

We are grateful to the contributors who shared their knowledge, 
experiences, and perspectives. In doing so, they have strengthened the ongoing 
conversation about working with family from a Child and Youth Care 
perspective and contributed to a deeper understanding of  the relational 
practices that shape this work. As this conversation continues, may this 
collection support Child and Youth Care practitioners in their ongoing learning 
and growth as they walk alongside children, young people, families, and 
communities in their everyday lives. 
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