
IncorporatIng

The Voice of
Family Violence – SerVice USer inVolVement GUide

Experience

Taskforce  for  ac T ion  on  V iolence  wiTh in  famil ies

JULY 2012



Authors:

lisa close and kirsty Peel 
family Violence Unit 
ministry of social Development

Published by:

ministry of social Development on behalf of the 
Taskforce for action on Violence within families

Po Box 1556, Bowen street 
wellington 6140 
new Zealand

Telephone: +64 4 916 3300 
facsimile:  +64 4 918 0099 
info@msd.govt.nz 
website: www.msd.govt.nz

isBn 978-0-478-33542-2  (print) 
isBn 978-0-478-33543-9  (online)



IncorporatIng

The Voice of
Family Violence – SerVice USer inVolVement GUide

Experience

Taskforce for acTion on Violence wiThin families

JULY 2012



 

Foreword
This family Violence – service User involvement Guide 
(the Guide) is an initiative of the Taskforce for action 
on Violence within families (the Taskforce). as a 
Taskforce we believe it is vital to incorporate the views 
of service users who have had direct experience with 
family violence in all that we do. 

service user input into policy and service development 
is not a new concept in new Zealand but it is a 
relatively new movement within the family violence 
sector.

in 2010, a group of domestic violence survivors 
presented a discussion paper to government and 
members of the Taskforce. This paper demonstrated 
their desire and motivation to be involved positively in 
improving the response to family violence.

in our 2010/2011 Programme of action, the Taskforce 
acknowledged that our work must be informed by the 
insights of those individuals, families and whānau who 
have experienced family violence. we acknowledged 
that service users have the potential to provide an 
invaluable source of evidence to inform and support 
the ongoing work programmes of the Taskforce and its 
member agencies.

The development of this guide has been led by a  
staff member in the family Violence Unit, herself  
a service user. 

we hope that this guide provides you with useful 
information and references to help you to incorporate 
service users in your work.

Richard Wood 
chairperson 
Taskforce for action on Violence within families
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This Guide is set out in a number of sections.

1. Introduction
This section describes who this guide is for, how it was developed and 
the scope of its use. 

2. Reasons to involve service users
This section of the Guide outlines compelling reasons for you to involve 
service users. evidence suggests that involving service users can lead 
to higher quality, and more efficient and accessible services. it also has 
intrinsic benefits for the individual service users who choose to become 
involved.

3. How to do it: Best practice overview
Best practise in implementing service user involvement is outlined  
in the following subsections:

service user involvement requires an organisational approach•	

service user involvement needs to be planned•	

There must be a commitment to act on the knowledge gained  •	
by involving service users

communication is vital•	

service user involvement needs to be adequately resourced•	

service users need to be compensated and supported to be involved•	

Providing a variety of ways to be involved is important•	

service user involvement is an ongoing process and should evolve.•	

4. Barriers
This section describes the barriers to implementing service user 
involvement. These barriers may include dealing with the issues 
of representation, professional agendas and the risk of tokenism, 
protecting survivors from harm and getting access to service users.  
You are encouraged to consider these barriers, and ways to mitigate 
them, in your planning.

5. Mechanisms
The different ways you can involve service users are covered in  
this section. 

6. Working with specific populations
The final section describes specific issues to consider when working 
with specific populations. These groups include survivors, perpetrators, 
children, youth, māori, Pacific and migrant/refugee populations, disabled 
service users, older people, and the gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgendered 
and intersex (GlBTi) communities.
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Appendix A – New Zealand and International Service 
User Involvement Overview
in new Zealand and internationally there are increasing numbers of 
organisations involving service users in their work as part of a wider 
participation agenda. They have developed a range of resources to  
support this work. appendix a provides an overview of some of the 
relevant documents.

Appendix B – Reviewed Literature
The literature reviewed consistently describes a number of principles and 
practices to consider when implementing service user involvement in 
your organisation. User-friendly examples of tools and lists of things to 
consider from this literature are highlighted throughout the Guide. other 
examples of useful guides are included in appendix B.
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Who the guide is for?
The Guide is intended primarily for people in 
government and non-government agencies who directly 
or indirectly provide services for those who experience 
violence within their families. The Guide will also be 
a useful resource to the service users and service 
user organisations intending to participate in your 
organisation’s service user involvement programmes.

How the guide was developed
a wide variety of literature related to service user 
involvement both in new Zealand and internationally 
was reviewed as part of the development of the Guide. 
Throughout the Guide reference is made to specific 
and detailed resources you can use to support your 
work. a complete list of all the relevant reviewed 
documents which may be of use to you is provided in 
appendix B.

Scope of the guide
This Guide focuses on ways to involve family violence 
service users in your organisation, with a particular 
emphasis on including service user input into policy 
and service development processes. The Guide is 
relevant to agencies developing specific services for 
survivors or perpetrators of family violence; but it is 
equally relevant to agencies whose services are aimed 
at a wider group of users but who wish to consider 
how those who have experienced violence within their 
family receive these types of services.

Family violence covers a broad range of controlling 
behaviours, commonly of a physical, sexual and/or 
psychological nature, which typically involve fear, 
intimidation and emotional deprivation. it occurs 
within a variety of close interpersonal relationships, 

Introduction

such as between partners, parents and children, 
siblings, and in other relationships where significant 
others are not part of the physical household but are 
part of the family and/or are fulfilling the function of 
family. common forms of violence in families/whānau 
include:

violence among adult partners (IPV)•	

abuse/neglect of children by an adult (child •	
maltreatment)

abuse/neglect of older people aged •	
approximately 65 years and over by a person 
with whom they have a relationship of trust 
(elder abuse)

violence perpetrated by a child against their •	
parent (parental abuse)

violence among siblings (sibling abuse). •	

Service user is the term used in the Guide to describe 
those people who have experienced violence within 
families, either directly or indirectly. This includes 
those people who are survivors (adults and children), 
perpetrators and family members living with or 
supporting perpetrators and victims. it also includes 
those who may not have accessed a service (but could 
have potentially benefited from doing so). a service 
user is sometimes referred to as a consumer in other 
literature referred to in this Guide. 

The Guide refers to involvement as a process of 
actively incorporating the views of service users in 
your organisation’s decision-making processes and 
involving service users in planning, managing or 
delivering services. involvement can be thought of  
as a continuum, as outlined in the following graphic.
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Taken from “service User involvement 
Guide”, revolving Doors agency  
– see http://www.revolving-doors.org.uk/
documents/service-user-involvement-guide/

FULL CONTROL

PARTICIPATION

CONSULTATION

INFORMATION

NO CONTROL

SHARING POWER

Service users control decision 
making at the highest level

Service users share decisions 
and responsibility, influencing 
and determining outcomes

Service users can  
make suggestions and 
influence outcomes

Service users are asked  
what they think but have 
limited influence

Service users are told  
what is happening but  
have no influence

Service users are  
passive consumers

The ladder of participation



The Guide has been designed to support 
you and your organisation to move 
further up the ladder of involvement and 
to more fully incorporate the views of 
service users in your work.

It is important to note there is no one right way to involve 
service users and this document is intended as general 
guidance only. References to further information in documents 
and websites are provided if you want to look at this issue in 
more detail.
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ensuring the voices of service users are heard while 
planning, implementing and evaluating services and 
new initiatives creates increased opportunities for 
you to provide higher quality, and more efficient and 
accessible services. 

appendix a gives you an overview of health and 
social sector service user involvement strategies 
and practices both in new Zealand and overseas. 
The appendix provides you with links to some  
useful resources. 

although both government and non-government 
agencies in new Zealand have spent a lot of time and 
effort on the issue of violence within families, family 
violence service users are still reporting difficulties 
in getting access to responsive services. The rate of 
occurrence of family violence in new Zealand is still 
unacceptably high. This raises the question – how can 
our government and non-government agencies improve 
their response to keep individuals, families and 
whānau safe?

international best practice recommends the 
incorporation of the voice of service users at all 

levels of development, planning, implementation and 
evaluation - to involve those whose lives are most 
affected in decision making.

There are many myths associated with family violence 
and this has a negative impact on the quality of the 
design and implementation of services. Providing an 
improved family violence service response requires 
that these myths are replaced by actual service 
users’ experiences. service user involvement will 
provide agencies with the evidence they need to make 
improved decisions on policy and practice. They will 
be able to evaluate initiatives based on real outcomes 
for those people who use their services. This will help 
them to continuously improve their response.

intimate partner violence specialist agencies continue 
to receive the best feedback from service users because 
they listen to them, giving them a voice. as a result 
they receive the most positive comments from service 
users regarding service responsiveness and outcomes. 
This indicates that government and non-government 
agencies who are not specialists but for which family 
violence represents only a part of their work also have 
the ability to use service user involvement to improve 
their responsiveness and service delivery.

Why involve 
service users?
There is growing recognition in the health and social sectors both 
in New Zealand and internationally that service users are experts 
by experience.
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as family violence requires a multi-agency service 
response, service user involvement feeding in to all 
channels will ultimately provide the best results. 
a service user voice at the table of family violence 
collaborations can add value to the collaboration 
process.

Benefits to organisations 
The literature describes a number of real benefits to 
organisations who involve service users including:

creating a service that better meets service  •	
users needs by being more inclusive, accessible 
and/or fulfilling the needs of service users more 
precisely

improving the quality of the service provided and •	
making it safer for users

achieving the effective use of resources•	

developing outcome measures that are meaningful •	
and relevant to service users themselves

improved accountability•	

improved communication between providers and •	
service users.

Benefits to service users
service user involvement can lead to an improvement 
in service response which increases the safety and 
stability of those experiencing violence. it provides 
survivors with the ability to function autonomously 
and removes the barriers to rebuilding their lives. it 
also helps to prevent intergenerational violence and 
sends a strong signal of non-tolerance supporting 
primary prevention. improved service response is a 
key benefit to service users because their needs are 
better met.

citizens have a right to participate, and service 
users benefit from being involved in processes that 
contribute to enhanced service delivery. These benefits 
include:

being empowered by having their voice heard•	

building confidence, self esteem, skills and  •	
self-respect

feeling included, valued and respected.•	

It provides survivors the ability to 
function autonomously and removes 
barriers to rebuilding their lives 
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The literature reviewed consistently describes a 
number of principles and practices to consider when 
implementing service user involvement in your 
organisation. some particularly user-friendly examples 
of tools and lists of things for you to consider from 
this literature are highlighted in this section.

appendix B provides a list of the literature reviewed. 
it includes other examples of useful guides.

There are a number of issues you will need to look to 
before you make a start.

1. Service user involvement 
requires an organisational 
approach
involving service users requires an organisational 
approach that is supported at the highest levels in 
an organisation. The literature suggests that senior 
management support is vital to achieving meaningful 
service user involvement within an organisation. 
You will need to assess the extent to which your 
organisation’s leaders are willing to incorporate 
meaningful user involvement processes into your 
organisation’s activities before you start.

To be most effective, service user involvement 
needs to be an integral part of the organisation’s 
whole operation (rather than just an afterthought). 
it needs to be incorporated into the culture of 
the organisation. You need a culture of openess, 
inclusion and partnership to facilitate effective 

service user involvement and this may require staff  
training. 

The Office for the Community and Voluntary 
Sector (OCVS) in new Zealand has developed a 
ready reference engagement Guide that has a 
useful section on developing supportive work 
environments. You can find a copy of the  
guide here –  

http://www.goodpracticeparticipate.govt.nz/
documents/ENGAGEMENT_GUIDE_FINAL.PDF

You will need to develop an overall strategy that 
outlines the ways service user input will be integrated 
into your organisation’s processes. service user 
involvement can occur at many different levels across 
an organisation including:

a. governance and strategic planning

b. policy development

c. service planning and improvement

d. advocacy

e. recruitment and training

f. the review, audit and evaluation of services.

You will need to consider which areas you will 
incorporate service user involvement into and ensure 
it is both integrated and embedded. Your involvement 
strategy should clearly interface with other 
organisational strategies such as governance, hr, 
strategic and work plans.

How to do it:  
Best practice overview
Service user involvement is more than just implementing a 
one-off consultation. It is a culture, structure and process that 
requires time and planning to manage successfully. 
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Your overall strategy should also incorporate a set of 
principles that guide your work in this area.

as an example, consider “Principles for 
involving service users and carers in social care 
work”, developed in 2007 jointly by the General 
social care council (the workforce regulator 
in england responsible for registering social 
care workers); the commission for social care 
inspection (the service regulator in england 
responsible for registering and inspecting all 
social care providers); skills for care (responsible 
for strategic development of adult social-care 
workforces in england) and the social care 
institute for excellence. 

http://www.scie-socialcareonline.org.uk/profile.
asp?guid=52eb4e93-b2f2-47ea-87c7-f25047e86dba

2. Service user involvement 
needs to be planned
involving service users in a meaningful way requires 
a strategic approach that is well-planned in advance. 
You will need to be able to clearly articulate answers 
to the questions posed in the list below.

a. what you are involving service users for? what is 
the purpose of engaging them?

b. who you are trying to involve?

c. in what ways will you involve them? what methods 
will you use? what resources will be required 

(human and other) to do this? Do the planned 
mechanisms fit with the resources you have 
available to you?

d. when will you involve service users? current or 
ex-service users? will you involve them long term 
or short term?

e. are you ready to make changes as a result of what 
you have found?

f. how will you evaluate success?

You should involve service users in this planning by 
asking them how they would like to be involved. This 
establishes a culture of partnership, inclusion and 
trust from the outset.

The literature suggests the better you plan, the better 
your service user involvement will be. 

The Revolving Doors Agency national service user 
forum developed a user-friendly guide to involving 
service users in the criminal justice system in 
2010. (The revolving Doors agency is a charity 
working across england to change systems and 
to improve services for people with multiple 
problems who are in contact with the criminal 
justice system.)  

Page 35 of this guide has a simple planning template 
you might find useful in the planning process -  

http://www.revolving-doors.org.uk/documents/ 
service-user-involvement-guide/

To be most effective, service user 
involvement needs to be an integral part 
of the whole organisational operation 
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3. There must be a commitment 
to act on the knowledge gained 
by involving service users
service user involvement requires a commitment to 
change the way you do things as a result of the input 
you receive. if you are not willing to make any changes 
to your policy or service delivery, it is not appropriate 
to involve service users. it is not appropriate to 
unnecessarily raise their expectations and then not  
act on their advice. 

You need to be clear about what decision you are 
making as a result of the service user input and what 
level of change or influence is possible. You must 
clearly communicate this to service users so there are 
no unrealistic expectations set up. 

service users can become cynical and will be less willing 
to participate and engage with your organisation in 
the future if prior attempts at engagement have not 
resulted in any changes being made. 

4. Communication is vital
successful service user involvement is based on trusting 
relationships between service users and organisations. 
Good communication is vital to ensuring these trusting 
relationships develop and are maintained. This is an 
ongoing process and needs to be planned for and 
resourced as part of your organisation’s planning process 
– you will need to use and build on the people skills and 
capacities of the staff who are undertaking the user 
involvement.

Your communication needs to be as jargon-free as it 
can be. make it is as easy as possible for service users 
to understand all your communications with them. it 
creates unnecessary barriers to useful involvement if 
service users have to negotiate bureaucratic language 
to understand what is being asked of them.

You need to clearly communicate with your service users 
at all stages of the process. This involves explaining 
the conditions of their involvement including the 
sphere of influence possible, the time commitment and 

compensation involved. it also involves communicating 
the impact of their involvement back to them. service 
users need to have as much background information as 
possible to be able to make an effective contribution.

it is important you give service users feedback on what 
changes were made as a result of their input, otherwise 
they will be less likely to participate in the future.

Pages 38 and 39 of the revolving Door agency guide 
provide good practice tips for communicating with 
service users - http://www.revolving-doors.org.uk/
documents/service-user-involvement-guide/

5. Service user involvement needs 
to be adequately resourced
involving service users in a meaningful way takes 
skills and resources. You need to ensure you have 
the appropriately skilled people involved to facilitate 
the process. These will be people who have a clear 
understanding of the dynamics of family violence 
and good facilitation and communication skills (these 
may come from within your organisation but you 
may need to resource them externally). You may also 
require resources to make the process accessible and 
appropriate for service users (this may include hiring 
rooms in easily accessible locations, using interpreters, 
providing information material in accessible formats 
etc). These will need to be factored into budgets. 

it may be a case of matching the scope of the service 
user involvement you are planning with the resources 
you have available to you, and building slowly as 
capacity increases within the organisation.

Page 28 of the revolving Doors agency guide  
provides a list of some common resources you will 
need to budget for - http://www.revolving-doors. 
org.uk/documents/service-user-involvement-guide/

How to do it: Best practice overview
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6. Service users need to be 
compensated and supported  
to be involved
You should not expect service users to provide their 
time and knowledge for free. it is important to 
acknowledge their input by at least recompensing 
them for transport and childcare costs. You should 
also consider a remuneration policy as part of your 
overall strategy. Your organisation may have existing 
policies on this and you will need to adhere to them.

You can find examples of good practice in relation 
to paying service users on page 49 of the revolving 
Doors agency guide - http://www.revolving-doors.
org.uk/documents/service-user-involvement-guide/

it is also important to adequately support service 
users so they can participate fully, as well as 
to compensate them. This will involve effective 
communication, and may involve providing some level 
of training to service users. 

You can find further information on training service 
users on page 47 of the revolving Doors agency guide  
http://www.revolving-doors.org.uk/documents/
service-user-involvement-guide/

7. Providing a variety of ways  
to be involved is important
There is no one right way to involve service users. 
They are not a homogeneous group so it is important 
to be able to offer a variety of mechanisms to suit 
different people at different times. You will need to 
choose mechanisms that are most appropriate for the 
service users you want to involve and the reasons you 
have for involving them.

How to do it: Best practice overview

it is important to think about all the different types of 
(potential) service users you may have and to consider 
ways of making your service user involvement processes 
as accessible to them as possible. This may mean 
making sure your involvement process is, for example, 
accessible to people with disabilities or for whom 
english is not a first language or who live in rural areas. 

You can find useful tips on accessibility on page 37  
of the revolving Doors agency guide  
– http://www.revolving-doors.org.uk/documents/
service-user-involvement-guide/

some mechanisms may work for some time and then 
not be so successful. it is important to be flexible in  
your approach and to be prepared to consider new 
mechanisms if this is the case.

a variety of mechanisms that you could choose from is 
included on page 14 of the Guide.

8. Service user involvement 
processes are on-going and 
should evolve
involving service users should be an ongoing 
commitment. as much emphasis should be put on the 
process as on the outcome – developing the quality of 
the engagement is as important as the outcome of the 
engagement.

You should aim to build on your service user 
involvement processes through active reflection and 
evaluation. consider what worked and what didn’t 
work and build this into your ongoing planning so you 
can make small improvements as you move forward.

This Uk publication provides a guide to evaluating 
service user involvement - http://www.scie.org.uk 
/publications/guides/guide20/files/guide20.pdf
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it is important to be aware of and to think about 
possible barriers and challenges when you are 
planning so you can mitigate them where possible.

1. Issues of representativeness
concerns of how representative a small number  
of service users are of the whole population is  
often put forward as a reason not to involve  
service users. 

You may aspire to “representativeness”, but delaying 
action until it is achieved may result in nothing 
happening at all. while a small number of service 
users cannot represent the views of all service users, 
it is better to start small and to build up diverse 
service user input over time than wait to act until 
representativeness can be assured.

You should use various methods and approaches 
to ensure a wide variety of service users can 
contribute to and nurture service user networks so 
that input comes more from a collective rather than 
an individual voice. These are important ways to 
ensure a diversity of input and to reduce claims of a 
lack of representation. 

2. Professional agendas, power 
relations and the risk of tokenism
service users can often feel their input is under-valued 
when compared to professional input. They can feel 
particularly disempowered if their input has been 
trivialised.

The literature describes professional power, assumptions 
about expert knowledge and professional defensiveness 
as impediments to effective user involvement. in a 
culture where evidence based practice is valued and in 
the historical context of providers (and professionals) 
holding decision-making power on behalf of recipients 
of services, it can be difficult for service user input to be 
given the same value as professional input and for more 
power sharing options to be considered. This is an issue 
of organisational culture. You will need to consider your 
organisation’s openness to developing a participatory 
culture before embarking on service user involvement. 
some training may be required to help staff members to 
see the benefits of service user involvement.

it is important to be aware of the power relationships 
involved in any user involvement initiative. There is a risk 
that uneven power relationships may lead to only token 

Barriers to involving 
service users
In developing a servicer user involvement plan you may come across 
a range of obstacles or barriers; some of these are practical and some 
are attitudinal. A number of common barriers are outlined below.
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involvement or a rubber stamping exercise. Planning 
and implementing approaches that minimise the power 
differential can lead to real involvement and change. 
This may include involving service users throughout 
the planning process, providing training so service 
users are able to contribute in an effective way (e.g. 
learning the language and procedures of professionals), 
ensuring the terms of involvement are clear and the 
outcome is reported back to the service users. 

3. Protecting service users  
from harm
a related concern may be that service users, 
especially survivors of violence and children who have 
witnessed violence, need to be protected from the 
trauma of reliving their experiences and that they 
are too vulnerable to participate. The literature states 
professionals often overstate the case for this and 
many individuals will find making a contribution is a 
healing, positive experience. 

You will need to ensure the safety of service users 
at all times (see page 16 for more on this). To avoid 
seeking input to protect service users from harm is 

not a valid excuse for not implementing a service user 
involvement process.

4. Access to service users
concerns about being able to get access to service users 
may act as a barrier to attempting service user involvement. 
This is particularly true for family violence service users 
where there are very few organised service user networks 
or organisations and the problem is often hidden. 

You may be able to work alongside local family violence 
service providers (e.g. refuges, stopping violence 
services) or local network co-ordinators in your area to 
help you to get access to service users. facilitating and 
nurturing the development of service user networks 
and groups within the family violence area may provide 
you with greater access to a range of service users. 
Providing opportunities for effective user engagement is 
likely to contribute to a growth in service user networks 
– one will feed into the other.

attending to access issues such as providing support and 
recompense for transport, and childcare, and providing a 
safe meeting environment and interpreting services etc 
can also help to encourage participation. 

There is the need to ensure the safety  
of service users at all times.
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as outlined earlier, there are many ways you can 
involve service users in your organisation. This  
section outlines some of the main ones and refers  
you to more detailed resources looking specifically  
at this.

one of the most basic forms of service user 
involvement is having an effective complaints process. 
service user complaints represent valuable information 
about recurrent problems. They can help you to 
understand the root causes of service user issues and 
can help your organisation to target core practises 
that need improvement. if acted on to improve core 
practices, service user complaints can be a source 
of information that can increase efficiency as well 
as improve services. Best practice for complaints 
processes include good accessibility and appropriate 
and timely feedback.

a complaints process only enables service users to 
comment on current practice and is low on the ladder 
of participation (refer to page 4). moving further up 
the ladder are activities that allow input into service 
and policy development processes and allow service 
users to be able to actually influence the activities 
of the organisations that deliver services to support 
them. a number of common methods or mechanisms 
for gaining user input are: 

surveys•	

written consultations•	

focus groups•	

online forums•	

service user panels•	

journey mapping.•	

You can find more information about the different 
mechanisms and their relative advantages and 
disadvantages in the following useful resources.

The irish health service developed a useful 
booklet in 2010 entitled “service User involvement 
methods – a Guidance Document”. This booklet 
outlines a number of common involvement 
methods and discusses their suitability for 
various participant groups, their cost and time 
requirements, when to use or not to use them 
and their strengths and weaknesses. The guidance 
is not specific to family violence service users but 
it summarises many of the main forms of user 
involvement. 

see – http://www.hse.ie/eng/services/ysys/sUi/
library/Guides/sUiBooklet.pdf 

Mechanisms to involve 
service users
The mechanisms or methods you use for service user involvement 
will depend on the level of engagement you want and the reason for 
user involvement. 
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a Uk website called People and Participation.net has 
an extensive, searchable database of involvement 
methods. it gives you information on suitable 
participants, costs, timing, when to use or not to 
use and strengths and weaknesses as well as case 
study examples. The site also includes a useful 
process planner that helps you plan your process 
and choose suitable methods via answering a series 
of questions. The site is managed by involve, a 
Uk not-for-profit organisation that specialises in 
understanding and promoting public participation. it 
is funded by the Department for communities and 
local Government, the ministry of Justice and the 
sustainable Development commission in the Uk. 

see - www.peopleandparticipation.net 

The new Zealand Good Practice Participate website 
run by ocVs (mentioned earlier) is a good source 
of information and relevant case studies in the 
new Zealand context. it includes links to many 
other new Zealand and international resources for 
you to refer to. 

see - http://www.goodpracticeparticipate.govt.
nz/techniques/index.html

There are also a number of other ways in which service 
users can contribute within an organisation. You may 
wish to consider if any of the following options are 
appropriate for your organisation:

having a service user voice on governance board/•	
advisory panel
involving service users in training staff members•	
involving service users in recruitment processes•	
employing a service user in a service user advisory role•	
involving service users in research/evaluation•	

involving service users in media and publicity work.•	  

an example of using the voice of experience: 

seeDs (survivors empowering and educating 
Domestic abuse services) is a collective of groups 
operating in the south west of england. its aim 
is to improve services by learning from survivors 
experiences by working closely with local statutory 
and voluntary providers. seeDs members are 
involved in training, raising awareness, giving 
presentations, participating in consultation events 
and conducting research among survivors.  

You can find more information at 
http://www.seeds-uk.org/about.html

...understanding the root causes of service 
user issues and help an organisation target 
core practises that need improvement. 
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Survivors 
it is important service users who are survivors of 
family violence feel they are able to contribute to 
the improvement of the services they encounter. it is 
important to note some survivors may still be victims 
of continued abuse.

wanting to avoid putting survivors in a vulnerable 
position of reliving their trauma is not an excuse 
for not implementing service user involvement. The 
literature suggests that for many participation can 
lead to strength, confidence and control over their 
lives. You should let survivors judge for themselves 
when they are able to cope with being involved. They 
should not be necessarily excluded because they are 
still in the experience.

key issues to consider:

safety and confidentiality – survivors need to feel •	
safe to contribute. This may involve you considering 
a neutral venue, setting ground rules regarding 
confidentiality, ensuring anonymity. You will need 
to especially consider the way your organisation 
gives feedback to survivors on the outcomes of their 
involvement to ensure their safety. 

Use of skilled facilitators – if you are going to •	
be using a forum/focus group/panel approach 
to involve survivors, you need to make sure the 
facilitator is experienced in dealing with family 
violence issues.

Working with specific 
populations
This section of the Guide provides more specific guidance about 
involving particular groups of service users. Relevant literature is 
referred to where available. 

support available – you will need to ensure survivors •	
have access to support if they require it following 
involvement.
survivors need to be given time in face-to-face •	
forums to be able to tell their story in its entirety. 
Be prepared to listen even it takes time and may not 
be directly relevant to the scope of your involvement 
programme. 

a useful resource with tips for survivors on how 
to speak publically (but would be equally useful 
for survivors involved in a service user panel, for 
example).  
http://www.vawnet.org/assoc_files_Vawnet/
nrcDV_speakersGuide-advocates.pdf

Perpetrators
You will need to consider incorporating the voice of 
perpetrators when making decisions on policy, practice 
and implementation. it is important to learn from 
those who have perpetrated abuse, particularly when 
considering prevention and offender programmes but 
also when considering the level and nature of response 
required.

when engaging with perpetrators and when analysing 
the information you have gathered, it is important 
to involve people who are expert in working with 
perpetrators.
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It is important that ...survivors ...feel they 
are able to contribute to the improvement  
of services that they encounter.

it is likely you will find the perpetrators you involve 
may also have been survivors of violence themselves 
(particularly in childhood). They may require  
support following involvement if they share this 
information. 

Use of skilled facilitators – if you are going to •	
be using a forum/focus group/panel approach to 
involve perpetrators, you need to make sure the 
facilitator has expertise in this specific field.

feedback from this group will require expert •	
analysis. 

support available – you will need to ensure the •	
perpetrators have access to support if they require it 
following involvement.

Children/Young People
children and youth survivors (and perpetrators) 
are an important group to consider in your service 
user involvement strategy. They will have a unique 
perspective and you should not assume adults can 
speak for them.

You will need to consider consent and confidentiality 
issues carefully when involving children and young 
people. You may also need to alter your techniques to 
make them appropriate for a child or young person 
to actively engage in. many of the issues outlined in 
the previous sections apply equally to children and 
young people as they do to adults (e.g. ensuring clear 

communication and feedback, ensuring you have a 
commitment to use their input). 

You may find the following useful resources helpful 
when you do your planning.

This european resource is specifically about 
including children who have experienced violence 
(including, but not exclusively, family violence) 
in participatory projects. it is both a training 
and best practice guide and provides detailed 
information about why the participation of young 
people is important, how to be an effective 
facilitator and setting up and delivering effective 
participation projects. 

http://www.icyrnet.net/Userfiles/file/You%20
respond%20Booklet(lock).pdf 

The ministry of social Development has a 2003 
resource about involving children in decision 
making. it includes some useful information 
on ethics, consent and confidentiality and on 
involving specific groups of children, although 
not specifically children who have experienced 
violence. 

http://www.msd.govt.nz/documents/about-
msd-and-our-work/publications-resources/
archive/2003-involving-children.pdf 
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similarly, this ministry of Youth Development 
resource from 2009 provides general information 
about involving young people in decision making, 
although not specifically young people who have 
experienced violence. 

http://www.myd.govt.nz/documents/working-
with-young-people/youth-participation-in-
decision-making/keepin-it-real.pdf  

This Uk resource developed by the social care 
institute for excellence and Barnado’s provides 
information about involving children and young 
people in developing social care services. it 
focuses on the culture, structures, practices and 
review processes required to effectively involve 
children in social care delivery. 

http://www.scie.org.uk/publications/guides/
guide11/files/guide11.pdf 

This international resource provides detailed 
information about monitoring and evaluating 
children’s participation. 

http://resourcecentre.savethechildren.se/content/
library/documents/toolkit-creating-step-change-
monitoring-and-evaluating-childrens-participa

Māori 
You need to consider ways to encourage the 
participation of māori service users.

section 2.2 of the ocVs ready reference engagement 
Guide provides some overall principles to consider when 
you involve māori. These principles include:

wha•	 kamana i te Tangata – respect

whakapapa – kinship•	

whanaungatanga – relationship•	

rangatira ki te rangatira - chief to chief•	

kanohi-ki-te-kanohi – face to face•	

manaakitanga – caring for others•	

kotahitanga – accord; unity.•	

see section 2.2 - http://www.goodpracticeparticipate.
govt.nz/documents/enGaGemenT_GUiDe_final.PDf

in general, you are more likely to use personal 
approaches to obtain the input of māori service users. 
māori culture is based on a holistic view of life and 
the world. This holistic worldview can mean participants 
may raise issues you perceive to be outside your brief. 
Be prepared to listen and consider these issues before 
moving to your particular area of focus. also be ready 
to follow up on these issues, or to advise on more 
appropriate contacts if the matter is outside your brief.

Pacific
The Pacific community is made up of many cultures, 
languages and practices. it is important to refer to 
the ethnic-specific Pacific information in the Pacific 
conceptual frameworks for family violence before you 
design any approaches that involve Pacific service users 
or before you hold Pacific focused meetings or fono.

The Pacific conceptual frameworks can be found at 
http://www.familyservices.govt.nz/working-with-us/
programmes-services/whanau-ora/pasefika-proud/
pacific-cultural-frameworks.html

Practically you should:

invest time in building relationships, build links •	
through Pacific people in your agency, through Pacific 
churches and Pacific community groups

ensure cultural and spiritual protocols, such as •	
prayer, are observed

in a face-to-face meeting, try to be introduced by a •	
member of the Pacific community and acknowledge 
individuals who have cultural status

Working with specific populations



family Violence – service User involvement Guide 19

where possible involve Pacific facilitators who  •	
will bring Pacific cultural understandings and belief 
systems to the involvement process

ensure your organisation understands the diversity •	
between different Pacific cultures, with regard to 
language, customs, traditions and rules of conduct

ensure your organisation understands the •	
differences between island-born and new Zealand-
born Pacific peoples.

Migrant/refugee communities
The complexity experienced by migrant and refugee 
communities demands that you take a more integrated 
and holistic approach when you plan and deliver 
services to support those experiencing family violence. 
incorporating a perspective from service users will 
encourage you to take account of the multitude 
of practical, social, cultural, economic and legal 
difficulties that can influence the interventions and 
services provided to the individual communities in this 
specific group.

To ensure you obtain the voices of migrant and 
refugee service users you will need to consider 
issues such as the use of interpreters and translated 
information materials, and the use of facilitators 
skilled in intercultural communication who have an 
understanding of the dynamics of family violence 
within each particular community.

standards for engagement: Guidelines for  
central and local Government, and nGos  
working with refugee Background communities  
is published by changemakers refugee forum  
(a wellington based nGo) in conjunction  
with government and non-government  
agencies. 

http://www.goodpracticeparticipate.govt.nz/
documents/standards-for-engagement.pdf

case studies of community initiatives addressing 
family Violence in refugee and migrant 
communities (2011) discusses culturally sensitive 
engagement with communities. ministry of social 
Development, ministry of women’s affairs. 

http://www.refugeehealth.govt.nz/resources/
articles/ministry%20womans%20affairs%20-%20
case%20studies%20fV%20migrant%20&%20
refugee%20community%20projects.pdf

Disabled
Disabled people want to be involved with the 
services that shape their lives. it is now rare for 
health and social care professionals and managers 
to ignore them entirely in the planning and delivery 
process.

The first ever national study in the Uk of the needs 
of disabled women experiencing domestic violence 
and of the services available to meet these needs 
was done in 2010. The study found that, in general, 
support services frequently overlook or respond 
inappropriately to disabled women in this situation. 

People with disabilities are often unseen victims of 
family violence. it is especially important to ensure 
your service user involvement processes allow the 
opportunity for people with disabilities to participate. 
attend to issues of accessibility such as:

physical access - wheelchair accessible venues and •	
special parking for meetings or forums

using a hearing loop or new Zealand sign language •	
interpreters

having personal assistance available•	

accessible information – making documentation •	
in accessible formats for people with visual 
impairment

support arrangements – these may include •	
mentoring and training.

Working with specific populations



20 incorporating the Voice of experience

Disabled people face numerous barriers to accessing 
information and relevant services, and they can be 
potentially marginalised in any strategies for service 
user involvement. for example, being unable to 
get access to information is a problem faced in all 
areas of life by visually impaired people. This may 
have potentially hazardous consequences and loss of 
privacy if documents cannot be read by the intended 
recipient.

The pace of work can exclude many disabled people. 
Visually impaired people, for example, may need 
more time to read documents and people with 
learning difficulties may need help in understanding 
concepts.

issues can arise as to whether a person with one type 
of impairment can represent someone with a different 
impairment. Disabled people are often challenged 
about being unrepresentative when they express their 
views or when they attempt to speak on behalf of 
other disabled people. 

http://www.radcliffe-oxford.com/books/ 
samplechapter/7084/07%20keyTopics%20ch07-
536d5000rdz.pdf  

User involvement in services for disabled  
people. sally french and John swain.

Older People
elder abuse is the abuse of older people by family 
members or others known to them. abuse can be 
physical, sexual, psychological or financial. 

concern over the mistreatment of older people 
has been heightened by the realisation that, in 
the coming decades and in both developed and 
developing countries, there will be a dramatic 
increase in the population in the older age segment.

The impact of physical and psychological violence 
on the health of an older person is exacerbated by 
the ageing process and diseases of old age. it is 
more difficult for older people to leave an abusive 
relationship or to make safe decisions because 
of the physical and cognitive impairments that 
usually come with old age. in some places, kinship 
obligations and the use of the extended family 
network to resolve difficulties may also lessen 
the ability of older people, particularly women, 
to escape from dangerous situations. often, 
the abuser is the abused person’s only source 
of companionship. Because of these and other 
considerations, preventing elder abuse presents a 
whole host of problems for service providers. 

older people, particularly those with dementia 
(including those in institutional or residential care) 
seldom have the opportunity to be heard or to 
influence service change.

Working with specific populations

Disabled people face numerous barriers to 
accessing ... relevant services, and can be 
potentially marginalised in any strategies 
for service user involvement.
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There is currently a shortage of best practice advice 
on how to directly engage older people in family 
violence service user involvement. it is an area 
which needs consideration. 

in new Zealand the office for senior citizens  
and specialist service providers, such as age 
concern, promote the rights and interests of  
older people.

The office for senior citizens runs the new  
Zealand Volunteer community co-ordinators  
(Vcc) Programme. The Vcc Programme is a  
network of approximately 50 volunteers who  
have been nominated by a local incorporated  
society or charitable trust with an interest in  
older people, to work with the office for senior 
citizens. The purpose of the Vcc Programme is  
to promote positive ageing and to inform  
central and local government about matters 
affecting older people. Vccs bring personal 
knowledge of their communities enabling them 
to make a significant contribution to policy 
development.

http://www.osc.govt.nz/documents/the-new-
zealand-volunteer-community-co-ordinators-
programme-2008.pdf

Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, 
Transgendered and Intersex 
(GLBTI) Communities
many GlBTi people do not identify family violence 
when they experience it because of a lack of 
recognition of its existence in same sex relationships. 

a recent australian study found the prevalence, 
types and contextual triggers of violence in male 
same-sex relationships parallel abuse in opposite sex 
relationships.

in addition, same sex victims may be particularly 
vulnerable due to isolation from their support 
networks. They may feel acknowledging the existence 
of the violence will further feed any homophobia.

The responsiveness of services is an issue for the 
GlBTi specific community. it is important that you 
consider their involvement.

Working with specific populations
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Overall policy context in  
New Zealand
while there is no overarching policy framework 
guiding service user involvement in new Zealand, 
there is a move by government to improve the input 
of citizens and communities in decision making. 
in mid-2011, the cabinet endorsed the “2011 kia 
Tutahi-standing Together relationship accord” which 
outlines aspirational principles for community-
government engagement. as community members 
and citizens, service users are a vital component 
of good government–community engagement. it is 
important government agencies have processes in 
place to engage not just with service providers in 
the community sector, but also with service users 
themselves.

You can find a copy of the relationship agreement 
here – http://www.ocvs.govt.nz/documents/
publications/papers-and-reports/kia_Tutahi_
standing_Together_accord.pdf

The office of the community and Voluntary sector 
(ocVs) has produced a ready reference engagement 
Guide to support government agencies to engage 
effectively with citizens and communities (including 
service users). This July 2011 publication outlines 
elements of good practice government agencies need 
to follow when engaging citizens and communities 

Appendix A

new Zealand and international service user 
involvement context

in the development of policy and services. it includes 
information about planning and undertaking an 
engagement process, and developing supportive 
work environments and an organisational culture so 
effective engagement can occur.

You can find a copy of the guide here –  
http://www.goodpracticeparticipate.govt.nz/
documents/enGaGemenT_GUiDe_final.PDf

The ocVs also maintains a comprehensive website 
entitled Good Practice Participate. This website 
provides a large number of resources, links and 
case studies on community participation. it includes 
information on working with specific groups and 
specific techniques you can use. it is a valuable one-
stop-shop source of information relevant to engaging 
and involving service users in your work.

You can find the good practice participate website 
here – www.goodpracticeparticipate.govt.nz

in addition, some organisations have specific 
consultation policies or guidelines. if your organisation 
does, you may need to adhere to them in your work 
in engaging service users. if you are a government 
agency employee, you can locate these in the Policy 
Development Toolkit on the Public sector intranet.
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Service user involvement in  
New Zealand
service user involvement is used across many 
government and non-government agencies in new 
Zealand in varying degrees.

for example, the mental health sector has a strong 
service user movement and there are a number of 
service user designated roles across the mental health 
and alcohol and other drug sectors. The mental health 
commission (mhc) did have a role in strengthening 
the systematic advisory role of consumers and families 
on national policy and strategy matters.1 mental 
health and addiction workforce development agencies 
support the development of the mental health service 
user workforce as part of their work programmes.2 a 
number of district health boards and non–government 
agencies use a range of mechanisms to involve mental 
health and alcohol and other drug service users 
through audit and evaluation activities and service user 
advisory roles etc. 

The health sector also has a proliferation of service user 
groups (specific to each health issue) and there was 
some momentum in the past to co-ordinate this activity 

1 The mhc is being disestablished and its core functions 
transferred to the office of the health and Disability 
commissioner in June 2012. in 2011/2012 changes were 
made to the consumer and family advisor positions at 
the mhc. with the transfer of its functions, options will 
be considered on how to strengthen participation of 
consumers and families in the delivery of services and how 
to facilitate their input to inform monitoring and advocacy 
functions in the new environment.  
http://www.mhc.govt.nz/moving-forward accessed Dec 2011.

via a national body.3 a national consumer summit was 
held in 2006 to further this. The health Quality and 
safety commission is the organisation now responsible 
for consumer (as it is called in the health sector) 
participation and it has a work programme to improve 
consumer participation through a national consumer 
network. a directory of consumer organisations, groups 
and individuals and government agencies with consumer 
advisory panels has been developed as part of this work.4

The youth sector also has a strong level of input from 
service users (in this case, young people in general). The 
ministry of Youth Development has developed a guide to 
involving youth, and provides a number of opportunities 
for young people to participate via the aotearoa Youth 
Voices network and national advisory groups.

The Young People’s reference Group (YPrG) is a group 
of young people aged between 12 and 18 years from 
around new Zealand who provide advice to the office 
of the children’s commissioner. The YPrG informs the 
children’s commissioner face-to-face about what is 
important to young people. They connect with other 
reference groups and young people, especially in their 
region. The YPrG meets with government officials to 
provide input and ideas into government work.

2 TePou (national mental health workforce development), 
see – http://www.tepou.co.nz/improving-services/service-
user-influence, and matuaraki (national addiction workforce 
development), see – http://www.matuaraki.org.nz/projects/
consumer.html

3 see the new Zealand Guidelines Group 2004 publication 
“effective consumer Voice and Participation for new 
Zealand” for more detail on this - www.nzgg.org.nz/
resources/161/050511_consumer_report.pdf

4 http://www.hqsc.govt.nz/page/29983/directory-of-consumer-
organisations/?tab=3484&section=12384

...there is a move by government to improve 
the input of citizens and communities in 
decision making.
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International situation
in the Uk, ireland and australia, service user 
involvement is an accepted part of service 
development in the health, social care and housing 
sectors and is being implemented as part of a wider 
participation agenda. There are a number of examples 
of planning documents and frameworks that relate 
specifically to involving service users.

for example, both ireland and Victoria, australia have 
overarching strategies for service user involvement in 
their health services. 

national strategy for service User involvement 
ireland (2008-2013) –  

http://www.hse.ie/eng/services/Publications/
Your_service,_Your_say_consumer_affairs/strategy/
service_User_involvement.pdf 

Doing it with us not for us. Vichealth, australia 
(2010-2013) –  

http://docs.health.vic.gov.au/docs/doc/a6feca5B2ff
B4503ca2578B500229cD0/$file/1104007_DiwUnfU_
stratDirection_fa3_web.pdf

a number of government and non-government 
agencies in these jurisdictions have also developed 
useful service user involvement guides in areas such 
as health, housing, social care, justice, education. 
several highlighted examples follow.

Guide to organisations working in the criminal justice 
system on how to involve service users – developed 
by the revolving Doors agency national service user 
forum in 2010. (revolving Doors agency is a charity 
working across england to change systems and 
improve services for people with multiple problems 
who are in contact with the criminal justice system.) 

http://www.revolving-doors.org.uk/documents/
service-user-involvement-guide/ 

Guide to user involvement for organisations providing 
housing related support services developed by the Uk 
office for the Deputy Prime minister in 2003. 

http://www.housingcare.org/downloads/kbase/2577.pdf 

Guide to involve adult service users and carers in 
developing social care developed in 2007 by the social 
care institute for excellence in england. 

http://www.scie.org.uk/publications/guides/guide17/
files/guide17.pdf 

Good practice guidelines to support the involvement 
of service users and carers in clinical psychology 
services developed in 2010 by the British  
Psychological society. 

http://www.recoverydevon.co.uk/download/2010_ 
BPs_DcP_service_user_and_carer_involvement.pdf 

The BncPa consumer Participation and Training kit 
for service Providers. 2003 –  

http://www.health.vic.gov.au/pcps/downloads/
publications/training_kit.pdf
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