
Guidelines for Fostering 
Engagement with Families1

CONTEXT   
Services do not easily engage families 
experiencing the most challenges. 
Clients and their families might 
be affected by financial hardship, 
legal issues, mental health issues, 

relationship stressors, family violence, and concerns about the care and protection of their children. 
Every day stressful events tend to overshadow alcohol and other drug (AOD) concerns. Workers are 
challenged to provide interventions in the context of these issues while maintaining a focus on the 
core purpose of their involvement, AOD issues. Engagement strategies and guidelines are required to 
increase families’ access to, and retention in, AOD services.

Engagement challenges for families:

•	A	range	of	competing	concerns	and
	 priorities	limiting	availability	to	focus
	 on	AOD	issues.

•	Practical	limitations	such	as	access	to		
	 transport	and	lack	of	childcare	options.

•	A	history	of	difficult	interactions	with
	 services	resulting	in	mistrust	and	little	
	 belief	in	the	ability	of	services	to	help.

•	Fear	of	legal	reprisal	or	other	judgments
	 e.g.	from	Police,	CYFS,	IRD.

•	Pressures	not	to	use	services	due	to
	 family	dynamics	such	as	family
	 violence	or	intimidation	from	peers.

•	Home	visits	not	being	welcomed	by	the
	 individual,	whānau	members	or	others
	 living	at	home.

Working with families experiencing
complex and challenging issues • • •
alcohol and other drug use being one.

This resource is one of four ‘Creating Spaces’ guidelines, developed by Kina Trust in partnership with Matua Raki, the National 
Addiction Workforce Development Centre. These guidelines aim to promote best practices for alcohol and other drug workers to 
engage with families, to maximise wellbeing and the capacity for positive change.

Creating SPACES ::

Māori Terms:

Whānau - extended 
family, family group, 

a familiar term of 
address to a number 

of people

Karakia - prayer,  
grace, blessing

Whaiora - an 
individual in pursuit of 

wellbeing or recovery
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• • • Engagement challenges for services 

and practitioners:

•	System	restrictions	e.g.	policies	and
	 procedures	limiting	family	involvement,
	 home	visiting,	‘after	hours’	contact.

•	Practical	limitations	e.g.	short-term	
	 programmes,	lack	of	transport,	limited
	 facilities.

•	Tensions	between	different	approaches
	 e.g.	strength-based,	medical	models,
	 cultural,	harm	minimisation	and
	 abstinence.

•	Providing	the	‘best	match’	between
	 practitioner	and	whānau	e.g.	gender,
	 ethnicity,	age.

•	Keeping	practitioner	focus	and	energy
	 on	whānau	engagement	alongside	other
	 practice	demands	e.g.	high	caseloads.

•	Lack	of	practitioner	training	and
	 confidence	in	working	with	whānau.
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If whaiora or whānau decide to self discharge, link well with other providers. Perhaps organise a family meeting with 
specific goals (identify what is required to re-engage whānau or inform about how they can access the service again).

RESOURCES: Creating Spaces Standalone No. 2 - Guidelines for Home Visiting
 Sharing the Kete - Working with young people and their families in responding to alcohol and other drug issues
 Living Well - Exploring strategies for the family and friends of people using alcohol and drugs
 Available by emailing info@kinatrust.org.nz

www.kinatrust.org.nz • • • • 

Take a holistic approach, being prepared to 
facilitate where practical, access to other supports 
and resources that are needed by the whānau - 
especially the most immediate needs. 

Use culturally safe practices and seek cultural 
support early if required.

Convey realistic hope and optimism towards change.

Enter relationships with quiet and genuine 
enthusiasm.   

Be clear about your role - are you a support person, 
a facilitator, a specialist or caseworker? Be aware 
of how families may view you that might foster 
mistrust e.g. your relationship with other agencies 
or whānau members.

Involve whānau in all aspects of service including 
establishing rituals such as karakia.

Maintain a non-judgmental approach that 
conveys respect for whānau experiencing the most 
complex issues. 

Be clear and transparent about your role with 
information sharing. Build protocols to share 
information between agencies, while respecting 
confidentiality. Check the quality of your information. 

Being consistent and reliable to create trust.

Persistence may be needed to promote 
engagement. Also be prepared to ‘roll with 
resistance’, pacing your approaches to match the 
stage of motivation of different whānau members. 
Who in the whānau is ready to support change?

Aim to understand the whānau world view, values 
and beliefs to develop shared understandings of 
the issues. Value learning from each other.

Explore any mistrust of agencies. “What has and 
hasn’t worked for you before?” “What can we do 
differently this time?”

Highlight choices - even within limited options to 
encourage whānau empowerment.

Look for family strengths and resources, including 
past achievements in the face of difficulties. Draw 
attention to these to promote awareness of family 
abilities and potential, and to foster hope.

Aim to be family ‘led’ where possible identifying, 
respecting and acknowledging whānau hierarchies 
and self determination.   

Provide advocacy as appropriate, in your professional 
role e.g. writing a letter to Housing New Zealand.

Review and evaluate engagement as a dynamic  
process - look for signs of change.

• FIRST POINTS OF CONTACT	whether
	 phone	calls	or	visits	are	vital	steps.
	 Who	needs	to	be	engaged?	Who	are	key
	 support	people	that	should	be	there?		

• CREATE THE RIGHT TIME	and	the	right
	 environment	to	engage.	Family	‘resistance’
	 is	often	lower	when	a	family	is	in	crisis.	What
	 is	the	best	setting	for	the	whānau?	For		
	 safety,		privacy,	and	comfort?	(is it the
 home, the agency office, a car ride, the
 library, the park?) - see Standalone No 2. 	

• TALK ABOUT INFORMATION SHARING
	 and	any	concerns	about	this	very	early	in
	 your	realtionship.

• KEEP NOTE TAKING TO A MINIMUM	

• CONSIDER PRACTICAL HELP	-	providing
	 childcare,	transport	for	appointments
	 including	WINZ	transport	subsidy.

• SHARE A LITTLE OF YOURSELF	where	it	will
	 help	to	show	understanding,	while	keeping
	 professional	boundaries	e.g.	“It’s hard being a
 parent isn’t it?”

• BE CONSISTENT	in	communicating		 	
	 appointments	using	phone,	txt,	email,	letter,
	 or	note	under	door.	Provide	reminders	before
	 appointments	and	after	missed	appointments	

• USE CREATIVE AND FLEXIBLE WAYS	to	gather
	 information	e.g.	use	hands-on	activities	rather
	 than	relying	on	very	formal	assessments	in
	 the	early	stages.

• GIFT GIVING	-	where	possible	provide
	 food,	high	quality	resources	and	relevant
	 information.

• PROVIDE INFORMATION	about	alcohol,	other
	 drugs	and	processes	of	change	that	will	help
	 reduce	feelings	of	family	guilt,	shame	and	the
	 impact	of	stigma.

A
PP

RO
AC

H
ES

 T
O


