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Introduction
This programme has been designed by the FSEPS project partners based on consultation with mothers
and their children and practitioners working to support those experiencing domestic violence in places
of safety throughout Europe. The “Our Time” Programme aims to actively support mothers and
children residing in places of safety to combat social exclusion and to create happy memories for the
children and their mothers.
Models of support for women and their children living in places of safety vary dramatically throughout
Europe and sometimes within each country or region. The programme is therefore designed to be as
flexible as possible and practitioners are encouraged to adapt the sessions to suit their particular
circumstances and group. It is intended for use by professionals to support women and their children
who have escaped from abusive relationships and who are now in a place of safety. It is important
that group facilitators have a sound knowledge about domestic violence and its relevance within the
wider context of violence against women and girls in order to facilitate the programme.
The development of the programme stems from the recognition that domestic violence has a negative
impact on the relationship between the non-abusing parent and the child where there is, ‘indeed, an
impact on children’s development from being the passive victim of violence in childhood’ (Jaffe, Wolfe
and Wilson (1990:198)
It is important to attempt to redress this negative impact on both mothers and their children and to
foster a positive healthy bond between them. Many families find the period of time after leaving an
abusive relationship very difficult and that adjustment will take time. In addition, children who have
been exposed to domestic violence are more likely ‘to display abusive behaviour after their exposure
to domestic abuse had ended, and were less likely to do so whilst still exposed to abuse’ (CAADA
Research Report 2014:3).
The Our Time programme aims to reduce the negative impact of domestic violence and social
exclusion on the mother and her children, while encouraging them to develop strong bonds and
facilitate chances to talk openly and honestly about their needs and feelings. The programme
promotes an approach aiming for enjoyment and fun, enabling the families to focus on building
happier and healthier futures.
The FSEPS partnership engaged with practitioners together with mothers and their children in places
of safety and asked them about difficulties they had faced since leaving abusive relationships. The
following five themes were identified as recurring issues:
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Isolation
Many families accessing places of safety throughout Europe will have had to move geographically to
protect themselves from their perpetrator or because provision of a place of safety in their immediate
vicinity is limited and often oversubscribed.

Communication & Respect
Living with domestic violence can seriously affect a family’s ability to effectively communicate with
each other. Consistent research findings suggest that that less than a third of mothers and their
children spoke to each other about the violence and abuse they were living with (Abrahams, 1994;
McGee, 2000; Mullender et al, 2002).
A child’s respect for their mother can often be compromised through the abuse. Abuse can also
compromise the respect children have for their mothers. Some are encouraged to collude with the
perpetrator, report back or ‘police’ their mother’s behaviour. After witnessing the abuse of their
mother, some children might form the opinion that she is weak. Many mothers struggle to set
appropriate boundaries after abuse and make concessions for their children’s behaviour because of
the difficult time they have experienced. This can cause children to feel insecure as their boundaries
are often not enforced or are inconsistent.

Building Trust
Trust within the mother–child relationship is often adversely affected by living with GBV Mothers are
often unable to keep promises made to their children because of actions and events outside their
control.
It is also common for women to return to their abusive partners multiple times before successfully
leaving for good where “68% of high-risk victims try to leave in the year before getting effective help,
on average 2 or 3 times each” (SafeLives, 2015: page 6, Insights Idva National Dataset 2013-14. Bristol:
SafeLives).
This can cause mistrust within the mother-child relationship, as children will not know if they will
return to the perpetrator. While it might not have been possible for a positive and trusting relationship
to be built while living with abuse, it has been shown that children cope better, or recover more quickly
with less impact on their well-being when at least one supportive figure is present: “Some children
come through relatively unscathed, … if they have good ways of coping, or people to turn to for
support, or if they are less aware of what is going on.” Tackling Domestic Violence: providing support
for children who have witnessed domestic violence (2002).
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Managing Emotions
Many families who have experienced domestic violence struggle to effectively deal and manage the
strong and sometimes confusing feelings they are experiencing. The evidence from children exposed
to domestic abuse, (Insights into domestic abuse 2. CAADA Research Report 2014) states that:
A quarter (25%) of children exposed to domestic abuse, equally boys and girls,
exhibited abusive behaviours, mostly towards their mother (62%) or sibling (52%)
and rarely towards their father or mother’s male partner, despite these individuals
perpetrating the abuse in most of these cases. The children were most commonly
physically abusive, in 82% of cases.
It is important for families to learn and practice healthy ways of working through their complex
emotions together as a family. The outcomes for children are improved if the mother is supported to
take an active part in the child’s recovery (Humphreys et al, 2006).

Positive Future
Many families experiencing abuse will find it difficult to imagine a life beyond their current situation
and can often struggle to plan for the future especially when they first leave the abusive relationship.
The ability to make decisions on their own without considering the perpetrators needs may be new to
some families and even simple decision making can, at times feel overwhelming. It is important to help
families see their future in a positive way and help them to plan for successful outcomes.

The structure of the programme is as follows to ensure that the five themes identified above are
covered.
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Isolation

Programme structure
Initial Support Meeting: Assessing and
evaluating the needs of the family
Supporting exercise
Extension activity
Session 2: Our listening and communicating skills

Supporting exercise
Extension activity

Session 3: Our respect and appreciation

Supporting exercise

Communication
& Respect

Extension activity
Session 4: Our avenue of support

Supporting exercise
Extension activity

Mid-point Support Meeting: Assessing
and evaluating the needs of the family
Session 5: Our networks and how we use them

Building Trust

Supporting exercise
Extension activity

Session 6: Our emotions and how we deal with them

Supporting exercise
Extension activity

Session 7: Our feelings and how we express them

Supporting exercise

Mannaging
Emotions

Trips, Cultural Activities Celebrations, Parties, Workshops

Session 1: Our family and community

Extension activity
Session 8: Our positive future

Supporting exercise

Exit Support Meeting: Assessing and
evaluating the needs of the family

Positive &
Healthy
Futures

Extension activity
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Guidelines for using the Programme
The “Our Time” Programme is designed to be run over 8, 1hour sessions. The content of the
programme is designed to be flexible and has alternative exercises to use should you feel they are
more appropriate to the group you are facilitating. The facilitator should use their discretion and
professional judgement when deciding on which exercises to include or exclude and consideration of
the age and ability level of the families participating should be an important factor in this decision.
Families should undergo an assessment before being accepted on to the programme, as this will
provide the facilitator with a clear understanding of the position they are in on their recovery journey
and will enable effective evaluation of the of the programme and any progress made.
It is best practice to have two members of staff, or a member of staff and an experienced volunteer,
to lead these sessions. Due to the nature of the programme and the experiences of the families who
you are supporting, it might be necessary for one member of the team facilitating the programme to
provide individual help and support outside of the group, should a group member become upset or
distressed, or to challenge any behavioural issues which may arise. It is also useful for continuity should
one facilitator be unable to make a session. As a facilitator, it is also useful to have extra help and
support supervising tasks or providing advice and guidance to participants.
It is important to consider the venue in where you plan to run the programme . It might not, for
example, be appropriate for the programme to be held at the venue where residents live. You might
also find that an accessible venue elsewhere encourages better engagement. A venue away from the
participant’s home can provide a clearer focus and differentiation between home life and the
programme, even if the staff facilitating Our Time are those who are based in the family’s place of
safety.

SESSIONS
Our Time consists of eight sessions, each seeking to address, or begin to address, issues arising from
the abuse which the participants have suffered and/or witnessed, which has been identified by our
research as important to recovery. The first theme ‘Isolation’ and the last theme ‘Positive Futures’
could be addressed with a single session for each theme. The other three themes ‘Communication &
Respect’, ‘Building Trust’ and ‘Managing Emotions’ require more support and therefore have two
sessions for each theme.
Each of the five themes have an aim found at the beginning of the section. This introduces the theme
and the overall objectives of the section and references research to demonstrate why this is important.
This information should not be shared with the families and is for professional use only.
Each session, excluding the first session, begins with a re-cap of what was done in the last session. This
gives families a chance to report back on any supporting exercises they have completed and/or any
positive or negative observations regarding that session.

7 | FSEPS

Techniques for recap and plenary activities
There are several ways to find out what worked for the participants. This can be done by:
1. Making a note of any positive comments made by participants next to their names on the
register (if you are keeping one);
2. Alternatively, you could use post-it notes or slips of paper to record comments;
3. Participants comments could be added as leaves to a tree mural;
4. Cut-out the positive comments and place them on to a positive comments board or use them
to make up flowers in a landscape mural or scene.
As well as providing useful feedback on how the programme is being received by participants, these
techniques will help facilitators to focus on positive changes. This in turn can help participants to start
to look for positives, however small and enable them to acknowledge these changes and see the
progress they are making.
The objectives of the sessions are clearly explained to the group. This is followed by a series of smaller
exercises or tasks and then rounded up with a plenary reinforcing what has been learnt as well as
explaining and disseminating supporting exercises to the group.
Sessions can be any length you choose; simply pick a from the list of exercises in each session and add
them to your blank session plan making sure that they add up to the time you have available. Beside
each exercise is a guide of how long each one will take. Don’t forget to leave time for your introduction
and plenary. Each session also has a suggested relaxation exercise; these are designed to be done at
the end of the session and should help the group to learn how to relax . You should encourage group
members to practice these at home too, as they are a great way to chill out or wind down. You could
print them out and give one to each family so they can continue to practice them.
Your Introduction and Plenary activities will have suggested questions to help you begin and end each
session. In the Introduction you should give a brief overview of the activities you are going to complete,
the objectives of the session and details of any breaks.

Standard Activities
These activities are designed to be used by all facilitators. You do not need to be a specialist
in GBV to use these effectively. Some activities might involve writing exercises for both the
facilitator and participant and are, therefore, not suitable for those with low levels of
literacy. Some participants may need help with the writing involved in these activities; you should
consider if mothers are able to help younger children or if other support staff are available to assist.
Low Level of Literacy
Some participants may face language barriers or have low levels of literacy and might often
include children who have just begun to learn to read and write. To combat this, and to
make the programme as universally accessible as possible, activities that involve little or no written
components or advice on how to make them less literacy dependant are marked with an ‘L’. Facilitators
might have other ways or ideas of using or adapting exercises to make them more accessible to all and
are encouraged to do so.
Advanced Activities
These exercises have been designed to be used by very experienced facilitators who have
a strong and in-depth understanding of domestic violence. The exercises are of a more
therapeutic nature and seek to ask more difficult questions of the group. Please do not attempt to use
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these exercises if you do not feel comfortable with their content, there use is not essential to the
success of the programme. The programme is designed to be fun and interactive so the more advanced
activities should be mixed with more fun and light-hearted content as we want families to enjoy their
participation in Our Time.
Relaxation Activities
Each session has a relaxation exercise designed to end the session in a mindful positive way.
Many families who have experienced domestic violence might find it difficult to relax and
be calm. These guided relaxation activities should help to provide the group with a structured way to
relax. They give advice on breathing techniques and give the group permission to purely focus their
attention on themselves and their bodies. Some of the group may struggle to participate in group
relaxation but it is worth advising them to watch, listen and participate in the parts they feel
comfortable with. Hopefully, they will eventually gain confidence and join in with the group.
Materials Needed
This section provides a basic list of materials you will need to complete the programme as
outlined in the main session and does not include the materials needed to complete any
activities in the Alternative Exercises section. The materials needed for Alternative Exercises will be
listed next to the exercise.
INDEPENDENT FAMILY ACTIVITIES
These activities are designed to be completed by families after the group sessions, either on their own
or with the help and guidance of the facilitator or key worker. They support and promote activities
and themes that have been covered in the session and enhance the effectiveness of the programme
content.
Some families will only complete the core sessions and the supporting exercises each week while
others might also choose or be advised to complete further work. The programme offers the flexibility
to cater to each family’s level of need and to be effective even if no additional activities are completed.
As resources vary between places of safety and across countries, the programme offered will also vary
and is designed to be adapted by the facilitator and support staff to fit in with what is available in each
situation.
Supporting Exercises
Each session has a Supporting Exercise which has been developed to match the principles
and themes explored within the session. The supporting exercises expand those ideas and
help put them into practice. The exercises are designed to be printed or photocopied and
given to the participants to take away with them to complete together outside the group. It is hoped
that they will stimulate conversation and engagement between families and allow them to build and
reflect on their participation in the group.
The completed Supporting Exercise sheets might help you identify families who need more
intervention and support in one of the five areas and you can then offer the family the chance to
complete the corresponding Extension Activity.
You might want to reward participation in the Supporting Exercises by giving small prizes or certificates
for anything which you think to be worthy of recognition.
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The Supporting Exercise sheets are in Orange and have the session number in the top right hand
corner.
Extension Activities
Each session has an Extension Activity which matches the objectives of the session. These
have been designed to be completed with the families with an experienced facilitator, they
are not suitable activities for group work and should only be used with one family at a time.
These sessions activities provide a more reflective and in-depth examination of the issues that the
families are facing. The topics covered in these activities can include difficult conversations and might
provoke emotional responses from participants. It is, therefore, very important to ensure a safe and
confidential setting is available for the families and strict adherence to the ground rules should be
encouraged. You may wish to have breaks or cool down periods during these activities and sometimes
the use of a time out gesture can be a useful tool if things are getting overwhelming or difficult.
The Extension Activity is not designed to be delivered to every family attending the programme It is up
to you as facilitator to decide which family might benefit from completing which Extension Activity.
Some families might wish to complete all of the Extension Activity sessions, but this should only be
done should you feel it is necessary. You might choose to approach families who you feel would benefit
from this extra support based on their responses during their assessment prior to joining the
programme, or by what you have witnessed in group or any other interactions you have had with the
family. It is important that families are given the choice to participate and their involvement is agreed.
It may be useful for a mother and one or some of her children to complete this if you consider that this
would be suitable and in the best interest of the family.
Advanced Extension Activities
Like the Advanced Exercises these one-to-one activities are designed for use by experienced
practitioners who feel confident in discussing and supporting themes that are at times
difficult. These activities may lead to challenging conversations and emotions between family
members and those delivering these sessions should be skilled at supporting families who have
experienced trauma. It should be remembered that everyone in the family will have experienced the
abuse differently. It is essential to set very clear boundaries in these sessions and to challenge any
inappropriate language whilst acknowledging each family member’s feelings. This is best done by
getting the family to own their thoughts and words using ‘I’statements. It is helpful to use a mix of
both the advanced and the general extension activities as you might find that one is more suited to
a family than another.
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TRIPS, CULTURAL ACTIVITIES, CELEBRATIONS, PARTIES AND WORKSHOPS
Trips, Cultural Activities, Celebrations, Parties and Workshops are ideas that can include other
residents from theplace of safety or out-reach services and not just those taking part in the
programme.
As the programme is only for eight sessions it is important to help build the mother child bond with
other less formal activities and events. These can be more fun in nature and should encourage quality
time together and provide families with a positive experience.. In each place where the programme is
offered, there will be different opportunities and experiences in the nearby area . There are some
ideas at the beginning of each theme for activities that can contribute to building the mother child
bond and general family bonding.

PLANNING THE SESSION
Before you set up the group, you need to decide what activities you will use in each session. Timings
are given for each activity so you can ensure that you have the right amount of activities for the time
available for your session.. You will need to fill out a session plan for each session of the
programme.There is a photocopyable version of the template in Appendix 11.
As the programme is designed to be flexible and adaptable to a variety of settings, it is important that
each facilitator or organisation decide what activities are most suitable and appropriate for their group
and the resources available to them. The Session Planning form is a tool to help you plan your sessions
effectively. The session plan covers the following:
 An Introduction
Each session should begin with an introduction, you should fill in the sessions aims, the length you
have chosen to run your session over, including any comfort breaks and recap on the last session
specifically asking questions which relate to previous exercises and any thoughts or feelings the
group may have. You should also set out what you plan to do in this session.
 The Activities
The session plan should contain the details of any planned activities, the time you have allocated
for them (this will depend on group size) and any materials or worksheets you will need in order
to complete this. Some sessions will have more activities than others.
 A Relaxation Exercise
Use the space here to record your chosen relaxation exercise if you are planning to complete one.
There is a relaxation activity in each session but you could choose your own, repeat the same one,
or decide not to use one at all.
 The Plenary
This is the area where you record how you will bring the session to a close and reflect on what has
been accomplished. In each session, there are a set of general questions which relate to each
session but it is a good idea if you add to these with questions specific to the activities you have
completed. This is also where you introduce the next session in the programme.

1

The Planning Session Template is found on 121
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Setting up a group
It is vitally important when setting up a group that the families are in a place of safety and are ready
to access group support. The assessment done prior to the group commencing should provide you
with a good understanding of a family’s readiness to commit to the sessions. Someone still
experiencing trauma on a regular basis will be unlikely to be able to fully engage with the activities
contained within this programme.

Things to think about when setting up the group
An appropriate venue
It is important to think about the size, location and accessibility of your venue. The group will need a
private space to meet with tables but also some floor space for more physical activities. Think about
how many people your venue will hold comfortably.
Timing of the programme
You may want to consider if the programme clashes with other pre-arranged activities or groups. Think
about what time will best suit the families, you may find that some participants are less able to
concentrate directly after school or that the families you support struggle to make early sessions.
Consider the time of year and school holidays, as these will affect how you plan the group.
Size of the group
You should consider the ratio of mothers to children and keep in mind that older siblings may not wish
to attend. The size of your group will affect your programme timings as many of the activities involve
feedback from each member of the group. The timings for the programme are a suggestion only
Other siblings
Consider if you will provide childcare for siblings outside the recommended age for the programme or
if you will allow all siblings to attend. The presence of younger children may be a distraction and older
children may become bored.
Dealing with conflict
As the facilitator you will need to deal with conflicts; some of these conflicts will be within families and
others will be within the group as a whole. It is important to be seen as neutral and approachable to
all parties but to be able to challenge negative behaviour when it happens.
You can use the group rules to help you to safely challenge negative behaviour and conflicts by
referring to them and gently reminding participants why those rules were made. Often others within
the group will agree with you, especially if they have taken ownership of their group and their rules. It
is important that the person or persons being challenged don’t feel ganged up on or picked on. You
can offer those in conflict time out of the group either together, if you feel it is appropriate, or
separately at first if not. You can gently suggest how the other person/s may have viewed the action
or behaviour and encourage them to see the other’s perspective.
It is very important that people in the group are encouraged to take ownership of their negative
behaviour as this is something perpetrators of abuse rarely do. Look at what each side wanted to
achieve and reflect if their approach was the best way to get this result. Advise and encourage them
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to find alternatives that would be less hurtful to others and to apologise if appropriate for any hurt
caused.
It is important not to be seen as judgemental and to let the group know that mistakes are normal and
natural. No one is perfect, but how we deal with those mistakes can help both us and others learn.
Modelling non-abusive behaviour and a calm and tolerant demeanour when faced with conflict, will
give an example to the group of how healthy responses to conflict should and can be. Encourage the
‘I think, I feel, I want’ model so that people are empowered to own their statements and feelings and
identify their own solutions.
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