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FOREWORD 
John Digney has, in this collection of  pieces, facilitated and achieved an 

exceptional result of  bringing together such an eclectic and knowledgeable 
group of  authors, practitioners, scholars, and trainers from the field of  
Relational Practice (especially from Child & Youth Care and related caring 
professions), to speak about diverse (yet interconnected), thought-
provoking and essential concepts.  

This book provides a vital read for many practical and developmental 
reasons and perspectives: 

 
• As a direct care practitioner in any setting, many of  the 

fundamental concepts of  direct practice and the essential 
ingredients are portrayed and unpacked from professionals in our 
field, all of  whom contribute depth of  experience in practice, 
training, and research. Their accounts, perspectives and 
interpretations will have a profound influence on your actual 
practice, self-awareness, and of  course an increase in your 
theoretical knowledge.  

• As a team leader, supervisor, program manager, or anyone with 
the significant responsibility of  shaping an effective service and 
needing to invest in the development of  practitioners, the 
concepts in these chapters provide a treasure-trove of  how we 
must invest in the development of  those most important to the 
young people and families we serve – the workers themselves. To 
paraphrase Henry Maier, ‘Care for the Care Giver is an essential 
ingredient to ensure best practices manifest in programs with 
youth and their families’.  

• As an administrator, CEO, or director who has responsibility for 
creating the actual training planning and care planning, these 
chapters provide a detailed prescription for the next several years 
of  where to go with your training plans within your programs 
(including who to contact). 
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HomeBridge Youth Society, a multi placement service (with a school 
program) serving youth has accessed many of  Dr John Digney’s trainings 
over the years, all of  which support the numerous principles found within 
‘The Art of  Relational Weaving’ framework. Additionally, as CEO, over 
recent years I have had the pleasure of  commissioning numerous inputs 
from over 20 of  the other contributing authors to provide consultancy and 
training to our staff  team of  well over 100 direct care practitioners and 
supervisors.  

This book opens their concepts in an even more accessible way.  
 

Ernie Hilton (MSc, CYCA) 
Executive Director, HomeBridge Youth Society 
Nova Scotia, Canada 
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PREAMBLE 
This book is not about history, yet it draws from history. It is not a 

geography text, yet it has been contributed to and influenced by people 
from around the globe and its contents are applicable to and inspired by 
many different cultures and places. It is not a medical book, yet it has a 
focus on wellbeing and understanding how our body and brain is impacted 
by our experiences, particularly relational experiences. It is not a book 
about psychology, yet it is concerned with the human condition and sets 
out to assist in our understanding of  human behaviour, the condition of  
being human, and how to focus on making things better.  

This is a book about a journey towards a description and explanation 
of  a particular type of  helping practice. It is about how we think about the 
importance of  ‘Relational Practice’. It is about the importance of  such 
things as our ability to focus on creating and maintaining ‘connection’ with 
others; on assisting those we work with to develop a better sense of  
‘competence’. It is also about working with others to help them take greater 
‘control’ of  the direction that their lives are moving (in a safe and 
appropriate way), and it reminds us of  the importance of  empathy and 
how we need to assist others to receive and feel ‘compassion’. It is a book 
that helps describe a landscape for Relational Practice and Caring. 

Relational Practice is predicated upon the universality of  how human 
relationships are built through trust, kindness, honesty, integrity, humility, 
fairness, and interaction. The principles and practices of  relational caring 
talk to human needs, attitudes, equity, and empowerment.  

In recent years many professions, including those of  Child and Youth 
Care, Social Care, Social Work, Education and Psychology have sought to 
understand the universality of  human relational needs. Many of  these 
professions have begun to describe these within a ‘Relational Framework’.  

This book describes some of  the consistent themes or ‘threads’, that 
show up in effective Relational Practice and that when these threads are 
combined or ‘woven together’ they create a way of  caring that is both 
powerful and transitional.  
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INTRODUCTION 
‘Into whatsoever houses I enter, I will enter to help the sick, 

and I will abstain from all intentional wrong-doing and harm’. 
Hippocrates 

 
Over the decades, as those of  us working within children and family 

services have sought to better understand what it is that we do, why we do 
it, and what really can make a difference, we have rubbed shoulders with 
experts from many disciplines including folks from practice, research, and 
academia. Many of  these have introduced new (or revisited) approaches, 
concepts, and terminology. We have looked at what we do from different 
angles, including from a needs-perspective, a pain-perspective, a 
neurodiversity perspective, and a trauma-perspective. Seeking the 
universality of  the truths we need to know is a very laudable exercise, with 
much merit. It is a search for truth and understanding after all and one that 
is undertaken for the benefit of  the most vulnerable in our societies. 

There is no ‘one truth’, despite what some might think. I once remarked 
that there are at least as many truths as people who have ever walked this 
Earth, and I believe that if  we keep seeking to understand we might reach 
some consensus on where all these perspectives interact and how we can 
best use this understanding.  

In my quest to better understand the concept of, and the truth behind, 
Relational Practice, I note that as we have developed the field of  Relational 
Practice(s) we have been known to borrow from other professions. Once 
again, some borrowing is needed and this time it is from the field of  textiles, 
and more specifically ‘weaving’. Not unlike what we do in relational 
practice, weaving is, in addition to being a science, an art which requires 
skill, patience, and talent.  

In the context of  this volume, ‘weaving’ will be used as a metaphor for 
how we use the relational talents required by professionals and carers to 
help and heal those who have experienced hurt and emotional pain. 
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The Art of Weaving 
Traditional weaving processes involve the use of  a loom, whereby the 

crossing of  threads occurs. The ‘weft’ and ‘warp’ threads are different 
threads crossed in patterns to make decorative cloth. The warp thread is 
fixed to the loom (a framework used to hold the thread) and the weaver 
uses a shuttle to introduce other threads (weft) into the warp, to create a 
beautiful, useful, and sturdy fabric or garment.  

As we consider the art of  weaving, there is much to learn in terms of  
what components are required to create something meaningful: the 
framework that holds everything together, the right type of  materials and 
tools for specific requirements, and the importance of  the people doing the 
work and their mix of  skills, experiences, and approaches.  

By being able to identify and provide the essential framework, materials, 
tools and personal traits and abilities required for any task, we become 
better placed to do what is required of  us. If  we consider this weaving 
analogy in the context of  what is needed when working with people who 
need care, nurturance, and support, we need to consider, identify, and 
provide the necessary relational components or threads. Of  what should 
our ‘framework’ be constructed? What threads are our wefts and warps? 
What does our shuttle look like? What does the weaver need to bring, to 
know and to be, to truly make a difference?  

 
A ‘research’ piece 

Between 2020 and 2021 Max Smart and I undertook a research project, 
with the single intention of  seeking a better understanding of  what are, 
within a contemporary paradigm, the essential components of  Relational 
Practice. 

The single question, ‘In your opinion, what are the essential components 
of  Relational Practice?’, was asked of  over fifty prominent figures from 
within several helping professions. Participants were (subjectively) 
identified as having expertise in Relational Practice, having written books, 
book chapters or journal articles on topics related to Relational Practice. All 
had a minimum of  10 years of  working in caring related professions, with 
the majority having over 30+ years of  experience. They mainly came from 
within the area of  Child and Youth Care (Social Care), but some had 
backgrounds in Social Work, Psychology and other Psychotherapies, 
Academia, and Foster Care.  
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Invited participants were asked to list up to 10 ‘essential components’ 
of  Relational Practice, and to include some culturally and professionally 
diverse perspective or explanation of  what they meant and why they 
thought them important.  

The almost 300 line item responses were collated and these became an 
initial seventy-five overarching themes, which then underwent some 
thematic analysis (lumping and splitting) – another subjective process. The 
resulting themes were then redistributed to the research participants, who 
were asked to rate and rank these in order of  importance and to then give 
them a score (out of  10).  

When the scores came back, these were summed and averaged (a crude, 
but hopefully effective way to establish a type of  consensus). With a 
minimum bar of  7/10, the resulting themes are what this book is all about, 
the ‘essential components of  relational practice’.  

It is of  course recognised that other ‘components’ exists, and that there 
are other ways to describe those that come up here; this ‘research’ is only a 
part of  the long and continuous journey to ensure we are paying attention 
to the right things. This research and this book are offered as another piece 
of  the jigsaw puzzle.  

 
Relational Weaving and Philosophy of Care 

As we continued with making sense of  what this all meant, we realised 
that some were core aspects that contributed to elements of  some type of  
framework. Some were key aspects that needed to be ever-present, and 
some were things that we sought to introduce into the lives of  those with 
whom we work. Others were thought of  as the tools we use to do our work, 
and still others could be described as traits, skills and abilities of  those doing 
the work.  

The ‘Essential Components’ of  Relational Practice (or as we started to 
call them, ‘threads’) seem to exist in different ways (or categories). There 
are the things that inform our overarching approach (loom); the things that 
are necessary to maintain our approach and provide structure and integrity 
(warp); the things we introduce into the lives of  others ‘when we do what 
we do’ (weft); the vehicles, mechanisms and tools that we use to allow us 
to bring everything together and do our work (shuttle); and the knowledges, 
skills and traits that individuals have attained and brought to the caring task 
(weaver). In yet another subjective exercise we assigned each of  the twenty-
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five ‘threads’ that emerged from this research to one of  these categories, 
agreeing on the wording that seemed to fit well with the threads. And thus 
the concept of  Relational Weaving was born. We first introduced this idea 
under the conference presentation title ‘The Art of  Relational Weaving’, at 
the ACRC conference in 2021, where we briefly described each of  these 
threads. It is these twenty-five threads that correspond to the individual 
chapters of  this book. 

 
The Loom: This is the framework, the core of  the weaving process. In the 
analogy to relational weaving, this can be considered the underpinning 
model upon which everything is dependent. It must be set up properly, 
otherwise the process will not be effective. The four ‘threads’ framed here 
are, ‘Love’, ‘Other Focus’, ‘Optimism’, and ‘Managing Change’.  

 
The Warp: These are the lengthwise threads on the loom and are the 
threads which support the network for the weft. In the relational weaving 
analogy, they are the things that ought to be in place, such as values or core 
functions needed to be held steady to ensure effective practice. The four 
relational threads assigned as Warp threads are, ‘Wanting to Connect’, ‘Active 
Communication’, ‘Responding to Needs’ and ‘Promoting Strengths’.  

 
The Weft: These are the ‘filling threads’ which are passed through the warp 
threads by the weaver, using the shuttle. Within the relational weaving 
analogy there are, ‘Wonderment and Curiosity’, ‘Equity in Relationship’, ‘Fun & 
Humour’ and ‘Trustworthiness’.  

 
The Shuttle: This refers to the ‘tools’ that are used to carry the thread of  
the weft yarn while weaving neatly and compactly with a loom. In the 
relational weaving analogy, this will refer to the tools that practitioners have 
on their professional tool belts. Within relational practice the components 
of  the shuttle are the methods used to deliver care, therapy, nurturance, and 
education. The factors, or ‘threads’, that ought to make up the delivery 
approach we should use in Relational Practice include being, ‘Safety Oriented’ 
and ‘Hurt (pain) Cognisant’. They are aware of  and pay attention to 
‘Unconditional Spaces’, are ‘Trauma Informed’ and ‘Transitionally Aware’, focus on 
‘Living (and working) in the Present’ and they encourage us to ‘Engage 
Purposefully’. 
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The Weaver: This is the person who does the weaving. The more 
knowledgeable and experienced the weaver, the more efficient and creative 
they become. The Relational Weaver is the practitioner or carer, and this 
talks to the traits, skills, and knowledge that they bring. The effective 
Relational Weaver must have acquired the skills and knowledge that allows 
them to be ‘Wise’, ‘Empathetic’, ‘Accepting’, ‘Vigilant of  Self ’, an ‘Exemplar of  
Integrity’ and ‘Reflexive’.  

 
Those who volunteered to contribute to this book were permitted total 

freedom to construct their chapter in whatever way they wished, 
interpreting the words and concepts as they saw fit to do. Some have taken 
a personal narrative approach, others slightly more academic; some have 
spoken to the topics on a broad level, and some have focused in on more 
specific aspects of  their chosen topic. This has lent itself  to the creation of  
a very eclectic, engaging, and informative little book. Please enjoy.  

 
John M. Digney 
Termonfeckin 
May 2024 
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THE RELATIONAL THREADS OF 
RELATIONAL WEAVING 

The following brief  explanations of  the 25 essential components of  
Relational Practice are offered as a quick guide to better understanding the 
overarching concepts that they relate to, within the Relational Weaving 
framework. 

 
1. Love: Love is essential; however, the meaning or connotation here 

may be different than the notion of  love framed in the English 
language. Love is a word that means so many different things and 
evokes differing emotion responses. Within the context of  
relational weaving, it may be more connected to the ‘agape’ 
definition – a general affection, rather than attraction to other. It is 
about having a positive regard for others and wishing them the best. 
It is about being proactively involved in their progression and 
development.  
 

2. Other Focus: Being ‘other focused’ brings a challenge to 
traditional orientations of  thinking and doing, be that in relational 
caring, relational leadership, or therapy. In the past this has often 
relied on status and our professional role as expert in the task of  
helping. Having an ‘other focus’ requires organisations to refocus 
on why we exist in the first place, focusing attentions upon the 
needs of  others and not selves.  
 

3. Optimism: Optimism and hope are important motivators in 
human wellbeing. Many people have had experiences which have 
caused them to lose hope, to give up, and for their brains to have 
negative and pessimistic feelings hardwired in. We must practice in 
a manner that focuses on finding ways of  creating opportunities 
for people to believe that they can have a positive future. Without 
optimism it is unlikely that we will be able to help others develop 
hope for a better future. We need to ensure that all parts of  our 
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system have this sense of  optimism, and where we encounter 
pessimism that we are empowered to challenge such thinking and 
promote hope.  
 

4. Managing Change: Understanding the power in creating small 
changes, in the moment, is a key feature of  relational weaving. 
Having this belief  and skill can be transformative, especially when 
we see, in the small moments that occur in the therapeutic 
‘everyday’, the way that an idea can become real and tangible. 
Helping someone achieve even, ‘one degree of  shift’ in their 
mindset or thinking (or behaving) can dramatically adjust 
someone’s trajectory and destination. 
 

5. Wanting to Connect: Effective relational practitioners, leaders, 
carers, and therapists must want to connect with others if  they are 
to help at all, and they must have the skills to be able to do this. 
This idea can challenge approaches and practices that are 
authoritarian in nature, for without connection we cannot hope to 
engage others in a meaningful way.  
 

6. Active Communication: Often the most important part of  
connecting is effective communication, and in our work, it is as 
important to hear ‘what isn’t said’, as what is said. This requires 
sophisticated skill, the ability to show genuine interest and curiosity, 
and to truly hear what needs to be heard and say what needs to be 
said, ensuring it lands correctly.  
 

7. Responding to Need: To be effective we need to know and 
understand the importance of  human ‘emotional and 
developmental’ needs and relevant need theory. If  we do not know 
what someone needs, we cannot suggest solutions or opportunities, 
we cannot empower others to help them achieve their potential. As 
practitioners, leaders, educators, therapists and so forth, we need to 
fully understand the universal needs of  connection with other, 
feeling of  competence, being in control of  our own destiny, and 
having compassion.  
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8. Promoting Strengths: This is about being strength-based and 
creating times when the focus is not always on the ‘problems’ but 
rather on other aspects of  the person that are strong and healthy. 
Relational Practice makes use of  Positive Psychology and shifts the 
emphasis from ‘what’s wrong’ to ‘what’s strong’. This approach 
identifies the strength, names it, and builds on it, bringing it into 
the consciousness of  not only the helper, manager, leader, 
educator, or therapist, but more importantly the person we are 
working with.  
 

9. Wonderment and Curiosity: One’s interest in ‘Other’ must go 
beyond the superficial and must seek to find the uniqueness of  the 
person. To have authentic connections we need to have a genuine 
interest and curiosity about someone – who they are, and how they 
think and feel. If  we are seen by them to be truly curious and 
interested, we are more likely to find this connection. We will be 
open minded in our relationship about who they are, their sense of  
humanity and how they view themselves and the world.  
 

10. Equity of  Relationship: This is a concept whereby a person 
knows that they are of  equal value and standing to those they are 
surrounded by. They will be able to contribute and will have the 
same opportunities. This can be achieved by engaging in 
relationship on a fair and equal basis. We should not therefore use 
real, or perceived power differentials to seek to control or change 
‘other’. The goal is to restore the value of  other, where they have 
been disempowered by past experiences.  
 

11. Fun and Humour: Having fun and being light-hearted is a 
universal equaliser and stress releaser. Even the most serious 
situations can benefit from some injection of  fun. To engage 
relationally, we see it as our duty to help people experience as much 
joy as they can. Recognising that humour is a complex topic with 
many facets, effective organisations and individuals will have a 
good grounding in the ‘purposeful use of  humour’. 
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12. Trustworthiness: Trust can be difficult to establish and very easily 
lost if  we say or do the wrong thing at the wrong time. People often 
engage with us in ways that can be seen as ‘trust trials.’ As an 
effective practitioner, clinician, carer, or educator, one needs to be 
tuned into these behaviours and know how to respond when these 
moments occur. Responses can create mistrust if  not fully 
considered.  
 

13. Safety Orientated: Effective relational practitioners pay heed to 
the neurobiology of  safety and focus on ensuring physical, 
emotional, relational, and cultural safety. Programmes such as the 
Three Pillars of  Trauma-Informed Care, developed by Howard 
Bath and Diana Boswell expand greatly on how important 
understanding the concept of  ‘safety’ is in helping and healing with 
those who have faced traumatic hurt and pain in their lives.  
 

14. Hurt Cognisant: We hear terms such as delinquent, disturbed, 
damaged, maladjusted, and so forth being used to describe the 
people we work with. Such labels can project negative and deficit-
based thinking onto the perceptions of  helpers. However, if  we are 
to become more aware of  the hurt and pain that these folks carry 
with them, we become better placed to see how this hurt can affect 
their feelings and behaviours. This is where the proverb ‘hurt 
people hurt people’ comes to life. Effective practitioners will 
deliver their care, therapy, education, and other interventions in a 
manner that understands the concept of  pain-based behaviour. 
They will be skilled in recognising this pain, how it translates into 
behaviours and how it can be used to interpret needs that can be 
met in better ways. 
 

15. Unconditional: Appropriate environments and interventions are 
at the core of  effective relational practice. However, all too often 
‘helping’ professionals and carers place conditions upon the very 
thing that is seen as ‘the treatment’. For instance, we may identify 
that someone acts out because they have low self-esteem (perhaps 
because they have continually been ‘put down’ and told they are 
useless). A space is created where we can work with them to help 
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them feel some sense of  competence, as in the example of  a person 
attending activity sessions of  things they are good at, such as sports, 
or music. However, many rules and stipulations can be placed 
around their attending – achieving ‘10 gold stars’, or whatever. 
Then when they do not reach the target, not only do they miss out 
on the ‘therapeutic’ session, but their failure to reach 10 stars 
reinforces their negative self-belief. Such ‘unconditional spaces’ 
need to be protected.  
 

16. Trauma Informed: Delivering our services in a manner that is 
trauma informed is not just about signing up to some new trend in 
helping. Being trauma informed is about (i) having a realisation of  
what trauma is and how it can affect people, (ii) recognising the 
signs and symptoms, (iii) being able to respond to trauma 
behaviours, and (iv) creating environments and responses that build 
resistance to re-traumatization. 
 

17. Transitionally Aware: Delivering services and interventions in a 
way that takes account of  the issues associated with relentless 
transitions and change is necessary. One needs to consider how 
people cope with situations and states that change and are altered 
in their lives. Situational change talks to changes, such as a new 
placement, or a new school, whereas transition is about the internal 
adjustment to what has changed or altered. Being transitionally 
aware is to understand the internal impact of  change and to seek 
to avoid further unnecessary changes without time for recovery.  
 

18. Living and Working in the Present: When we turn up to do our 
work and provide our care, we must be fully present in body, spirit, 
and mind. We need to have the skills for ‘all of  me’ to be available 
to other. Whilst it may be human nature for our mind to wander 
from time to time, the effective relational practitioner will seek to 
prevent this from happening, especially when engaged in 
conversation or discussion.  
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19. Engage Purposefully: Relational practice is about intentional or 
purposeful engagement. Interactions and interventions must have 
a ‘therapeutic’ purpose, designed to assist someone make a positive 
shift in how they are, how they feel, or how they think.  
 

20. Wisdom: Being wise or having wisdom comes with experience and 
learning. The effective relational practitioner will be able to use 
their learned and practice wisdom to engage in a more purposeful 
way than a novice worker. Wisdom can speak to our approach, 
ability to interpret and respond, and specific areas where we need 
to be attuned, such as having the ability to understand needs and 
pain-based behaviour, being able to consider consequences of  our 
actions in the moment) and being ‘neuro-aware’ and able to discern 
which parts of  the brain are motivating behaviour.  
 

21. Empathetic: Having empathy requires ‘understanding and 
compassion’, both of  which are natural abilities that most people 
are born with. Yet these abilities can be lost over time, when not 
used. An effective relational practitioner will have abilities to ‘attune 
to other’ in abundance. Having empathy grants the ability to 
understand and feel what the other person is feeling, therefore 
making them less likely to be reactive, judgemental, or punitive. 
 

22. Acceptance: To have more value to others, we will accept people 
for who they are and where they are (in the knowledge that they 
may need to make some changes themselves). This speaks to the 
notion of  ‘inside out change’, a concept in which change is not 
demanded but instead the practitioner understands that this may be 
a place that we help bring people to. Being accepting is one of  the 
fundamental cornerstones of  building relational foundations and a 
skill that effective relational practitioners and carers must have. We 
must strive to have the ability to meet people where they are at, not 
where we expect them to be.  
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23. Vigilant of  Self: This talks to being watchful and attentive to how 
one is managing self  and the situations they enter. Being self-
vigilant speaks to ‘self-awareness’ and being conscious of  our use 
of  ‘self ’ in relationship with other. It is about us being aware of  
what our own internal state is, and understanding and 
acknowledging our own values, beliefs, and prejudices. It is about 
being able to monitor and regulate ourselves, and having 
consciousness of  how we are presenting to ‘other’, and how we 
may be perceived.  
 

24. Exemplar of  Integrity: The more essential qualities or traits of  
being a relational practitioner/carer include being genuine, 
respectful, reliable, committed, and honest. These concepts are 
about being ‘honour-able’ which speaks to having integrity. We 
need to exhibit all these things when in ‘relationship’ with other. 
Being such an exemplar will assist in building and maintaining trust 
and therefore the ability to influence in a positive way.  
 

25. Reflective and Reflexive: Reflective and Reflexive practice are 
core to learning and understanding. It can be done in the moment 
and takes our level of  understanding much deeper. Reflexive 
practitioners have a higher level of  self-awareness because they are 
not only able to assess a situation as it is happening, but they also 
tweak or fine tune their intervention as they go. They can look at 
why things are the way that they are and consider the role they are 
playing in the current unfolding outcomes. To be reflexive is to 
recognise we are constantly shaping our surroundings and 
therefore our relationships. In doing so we begin to critically take 
circumstances and relationships into consideration, rather than 
merely reacting to them.  
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