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EMPOWERING FAMILIES
Through the day-to-day experience of caring for and parent-
ing their child, caregivers understand their child in a way that 
service providers do not. This is why their voice is essential to ensure 
that their child receives the best care possible, and why caregivers should 
be highly respected in all aspects of their child’s services and care.

While caregivers are experts about their family, they may not know about 
all the services and supports available to their child and family, so the 
Family Partner helps a caregiver learn about and connect with them. 
During this process, the Family Partner and caregiver work in partnership 
with service providers. Yet, the voice of the caregiver can sometimes get 
lost when working with other providers or within a service team. This is 
where a Family Partner can play an important role in empowering families. 
Family Partners communicate and emphasize the idea that caregivers 
are the primary expert on their child. They help the caregiver bring their 
understanding into the service process, make informed decisions, and 
act as the central decision-maker in services.

Family Partners are essential in empowering caregivers to guide their child’s 
services and fully express what they want; concerns they or their child may 
have; the strengths they’d like to build upon; and the challenges they face 
when participating in services. Family Partners encourage caregivers to talk 
about their culture, community, and family with service providers so that 
providers have a fuller understanding of the child and their family. If providers 
communicate with caregivers in a way that may seem to shame or blame the 

caregiver for their child’s challenges, the Family Partner 
should empower the caregiver to reach out to the provider 
and express their discomfort. Family Partners also work to understand how 
oppression and bias can shape the experiences of caregivers. Working with 
the caregiver, they use this knowledge to address imbalances of power that 
may occur between a caregiver and their service providers.

Family Partners use many techniques to empower families – active listen-
ing, emotional support, educating, modeling, coaching, and sharing 
their lived experience. They do not assume they know what’s best for 
the caregiver, child, or family. They understand that the experiences of 
families can be very different, and that this may affect how caregivers seek 
help, so they do not apply a one-size-fits-all approach when working with 
families. Family Partners promote self-care and wellness for caregivers 
and connect them to resources to help them accomplish their personal 
and family goals. Family Partners assist families in identifying and building 
on their personal strengths and community supports. All of these strate-
gies promote empowerment, so the family is better able to advocate for 
themselves and their child and get the services and supports they need.

Empowered families participate more actively in a child’s services. They are 
better able to cope with the unique stresses that come with being the parent 
of a child with behavioral health needs. They are able to more effectively 
guide service planning to match family and child strengths, desires, and 
needs. And they feel better and are more optimistic, hopeful, and resilient.
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Help caregiver embrace their role as central partner in their child’s services

•	 Share your own personal experience of becoming a central partner in 
your child’s services. (see “Using Lived Experience”)

•	 Help the caregiver learn how to effectively tell their story. This includes 
emphasizing successes, deciding what to share and what not to share 
(depending on the audience), and how to share.

•	 This is done through modeling, coaching, and providing emotional 
support and compassion. 

•	 Help service providers understand that the caregiver’s story reflects a 
moment in time and can change as the family receives services.

•	 Support the caregiver in bringing their goals to the service/treatment 
planning process and proposing changes or additions to the service/
treatment plan.

	» Work to improve the caregiver’s confidence throughout this process.

	» Before family team or service planning meetings, work with the 
caregiver to identify their family’s goals for services. Write them 
down and review for accuracy.

	» Plan with the caregiver how they will bring the goals to the meeting 
and how they will propose changes or additions to the treatment 
plan.

	» Work to understand the child’s and caregiver’s hopes, worries, 
experiences, and prior history in services/treatment.

	» Talk with the caregiver about how they think a provider might react 
to what the caregiver has to say, and practice how the caregiver can 
respond.

•	 Coach the caregiver on how to keep a central decision-making role 
regarding their child’s care.

	» Recognize that the caregiver is free to decide how they will act, 
what steps they will take to address their priorities, and how they 
will handle the consequences of their decisions.

	» Remember that caregivers are connected to Family Partners for 
various reasons, and may not always be in agreement on the need 
for services (such as when mandated by courts or DCF).

	» Work with the caregiver to respect and balance the voice of the 
youth with that of the caregiver.

	» Model, coach, or role-play (as needed) to show how the caregiver 
can voice their concerns, goals, desires, and preferences to service 
providers.

	» Model, coach, or role-play (as needed) to show how to reach a 
common understanding of treatment goals and timelines.

•	 Continually encourage the caregiver to have conversations with you 
and other service providers about their engagement and satisfaction 
with services.

•	 Work with the caregiver to develop strategies to make changes in 
providers or services if this is what they want.
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•	 Educate and assist the family in accessing, understanding, and organiz-
ing documents related to their child’s treatment and services.

	» Help the caregiver understand the processes for requesting docu-
mentation from service providers.

	» Review documentation with the caregiver to ensure they under-
stand the information presented and how it relates to services.

	» Suggest various ways to organize documentation.

•	 Support the caregiver in providing input in the development of treat-
ment plans and other relevant documents.

•	 Integrate family traditions, customs, and expectations into service plan-
ning, treatment, and care.

•	 When necessary, support the caregiver in asserting their primary respon-
sibility for the child, and remind the family and service providers that no 
one can represent the family’s voice better than the family themselves.

“Having someone who 
understood how scary it 
is to fear for your child’s 

safety helped us trust 
that we could learn to 

handle crisis situations 
in a better way.”
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Educate caregiver about their rights

•	 Educate the caregiver about their rights as service recipients and show 
them where to get information about these rights. 

	» Remember that this knowledge helps the caregiver be better able 
to advocate for themselves and their child. (“Knowledge is power!”)

	» Show the caregiver where to find information about their rights and 
connect them to organizations that can fully and accurately explain 
their rights.

	» Follow up with the caregiver to make sure they have been able to 
connect with these organizations and assist them as needed.

	» Review materials provided by service providers that explain 
parental rights (such as the right to documentation, how to file 
complaints and grievances, human rights, and the right to inter-
preter services, etc.) and ensure the caregiver understands the 
information.

•	 Educate the caregiver about their child’s rights to education services 
and supports and where to get information about them.

	» Remember that Family Partners are not educational or legal 
advocates.

	» Discuss and review with the caregiver their child’s rights regarding 
least restrictive environment, Individual Education Plans (IEPs), 
504 plans, testing and assessments, reasonable accommodations, 
transportation services, and other areas.

	» Help the caregiver understand their school district’s procedures, 
key contacts, and parent groups.

	» Help the caregiver connect with parent groups, if desired.

•	 Educate the caregiver about services and supports available through 
their insurance, public service systems (such as DMH, DDS, DTA, etc.), 
and local community resources. (see “Educating Caregivers”)

•	 Normalize challenges the caregiver may experience in navigating 
systems and reassure them that as a Family Partner, you are with them 
on this journey.
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Support caregiver and providers in transferring effective 
skills and strategies between settings

•	 Encourage and support conversations between the caregiver and 
providers/schools about how skills and strategies that have helped 
the youth succeed in one setting can be carried over to other settings. 
Examples might include how skills that helped the youth and family 
successfully manage the youth’s behavioral health needs in the home 
can be used at school; or how skills that helped the youth improve and 
maintain healthy relationships with friends can be carried over to family 
relationships.

•	 Work with other providers to make sure that successful strategies are 
used across settings.

•	 Partner with service providers to empower the caregiver and other family 
members to use these skills and strategies in the home and community.

Promote the caregiver’s own needs and wellness

•	 Explain that balancing parenting responsibilities with taking care of 
oneself is challenging for most parents.

•	 Explain that making the choice to prioritize the caregiver’s own needs 
may seem contrary to taking care of their children and may contribute 
to feelings of guilt or shame, but that it may be essential to improving 
the caregiver’s health, wellness, and resilience.

•	 Help the caregiver define what self-care is to them.

•	 Do not assume that the caregiver is ready or able to address their own 
health and wellness needs. Give them time and space, but check back 
periodically.

•	 When the caregiver is ready, help them identify strategies, supports, 
and resources for self-care and overall physical, mental, and spiritual 
wellness.

•	 Help the caregiver develop a network of natural supports.

•	 Strategize with the caregiver on how to realistically sustain their self-
care and wellness strategies (such as scheduling time for themselves, 
getting respite, becoming more physically active, or increasing natural 
supports).

•	 Celebrate and encourage the caregiver as they begin to incorporate 
self-care and wellness strategies into their everyday life and as a part 
of their parenting.

•	 Help the caregiver identify other people who can support them in prac-
ticing self-care strategies.
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