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ENGAGING FAMILIES
Engagement is an ongoing process of building and sustaining 
trusting and collaborative relationships between youth, fami-
lies, and service providers to empower and educate caregivers, 
build community, and support the active participation of youth 
and families in all aspects of services. 

Engagement is not a single point in time, but rather ongoing, mutual 
participation over time. It is how the Family Partner establishes a rela-
tionship with each family that is grounded in respectful curiosity about 
individual and family strengths and needs. It involves empathy, careful 
listening, sensitivity, humor, transparency, compassion, and understanding 
the family’s culture.

Engagement is the relationship between the family, service providers, and 
other team members and how they work together to set shared goals 
for treatment and improve the youth’s emotional, social, and behavioral 
health. Services are flexible and can be adapted to the family’s practical 
needs. Family Partners respect family culture and intentionally seek and 
build on family strengths. In other words, engagement means meeting 
the family where they are at.

As part of the engagement process, the Family Partner 
encourages and assists the caregiver and family to develop 
relationships with natural supports and community resources that can be 
helpful to the family in the future. These supports might include extended 
family, friends, a faith community, neighbors, mentors at school or work, 
or even people who play a small but important, encouraging role with the 
family. Engaging community resources offers opportunities for families 
to join in social, recreational, volunteer, play, learning, and worship activ-
ities that build resiliency. Natural supports and community resources are 
healthy forces that can carry families beyond the need for formal services 
and reinforce resiliency and hope for the future.
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Initial engagement

•	 Before your first meeting with the family, be mindful of the family’s 
potential mental health needs and past trauma.

•	 Begin to build a trusting relationship with the youth and family through 
respectful questions about individual and family strengths, needs, goals, 
and culture.

•	 Remember that the family’s racial, cultural, and immigration experiences 
may affect how and when they choose to share information.

•	 Recognize differences within the family (such as pronouns, preferred 
names, sexual orientation, gender identify, etc.).

•	 Contact the caregiver prior to the face-to-face meeting to introduce 
yourself, remind them about the appointment, discuss their preferred 
location of the initial meeting, explain your role, ask how they want to 
be addressed (e.g., first name, Mr. or Ms., pronoun preference, etc.), 
and answer any questions they may have.

•	 During the first meeting:

	» Collaborate with the caregiver on the preferred location of future 
meetings, considering privacy, safety, and comfortability of the 
caregiver. 

	» Welcome the caregiver.

	» Learn who the family and household members are, including chil-
dren of any age and their legal status, if known, along with a co-par-
ent, if there is one.

	» Ask how the caregiver experiences conversations about their chil-
dren and family life.

	» Address and respect feelings.

	» If the caregiver shares that they are concerned about content or 
pacing of the conversation, adapt your approach to meet their 
needs.

	» Acknowledge and address any reluctance the caregiver may have 
to talk about family issues at this time.

	» Describe and clarify program expectations and explain that the 
Family Partner service and the relationship between you and the 
caregiver may change over time depending on the family’s needs 
and the services received.
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•	 When opportunities arise, or if the caregiver asks questions or shares 
specific concerns, provide information about resources relating to chil-
dren’s developmental ages and stages, and help the caregiver access 
these resources.

•	 Provide information about community resources that could help meet 
the needs of the family (such as transportation, housing, food, etc.).

•	 Clearly explain the family’s risks and vulnerabilities and your respon-
sibilities as a mandated reporter. Be transparent about how different 
incidents will be handled in collaboration with the caregiver to achieve 
the shared goal of family wellbeing and safety. (see “Safety Planning”)

•	 Share your own lived experience with purpose and intent to help estab-
lish a connection with the caregiver. (see “Using Lived Experience”)

•	 Explain the purpose of the Family Partner service, how it fits with other 
services, and how information will (and will not) be shared between 
services.

•	 Develop a mutual understanding about what Family Partner services will 
look like, the goals and desired outcomes of the service, expectations 
for the family, and how it will be decided that services are no longer 
needed.

•	 Clearly describe how you will work with other professionals providing 
services to the youth and family. (see “Collaborating with External 
Providers”)

•	 Agree on how you and the caregiver will communicate (e.g., by phone, 
text, email, etc.) and how you will stay in touch while working together.
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Ongoing engagement 

Use the following practices throughout your work with the family, to ensure that the caregiver is as engaged as possible in all services.

•	 Regularly use many strategies that are meaningful to the caregiver and 
family to engage the caregiver and meet them where they are at the 
moment.

•	 Regularly talk with, plan with, and collaborate with the caregiver to 
support them in achieving their goals.

•	 Maintain neutral, effective, strength-based, transparent, and respectful 
communication with the caregiver while exploring their perspectives, 
needs, and wishes through all phases of services.

•	 Share your own personal experience with purpose and intent in support 
of the caregiver as they navigate through challenges. (see “Using Lived 
Experience”)

•	 Establish a consistent schedule for communication and contact with 
the caregiver, but also be flexible, so that services are responsive to the 
changing needs of the family, within the parameters of the program. 

•	 Remain respectful while exploring cultural beliefs related to stigma, 
community perception, legal status, and other areas. (see “Practicing 
Cultural Relevance”)

•	 Explore any previous experiences the caregiver may have had with 
Family Partners or other service providers in order to help you in estab-
lishing a new relationship — particularly if their experiences were not 
positive.

•	 Invite and encourage the caregiver to identify and engage with natural 
supports; these are trusted individuals chosen by the family who may 
continue to provide support after the Family Partner service has ended.

•	 Invite and encourage the caregiver to identify and engage with commu-
nity resources.

•	 Invite and encourage the caregiver, youth, and other family members 
to participate in relevant family-oriented activities that service providers 
may offer, as well as in activities offered by other organizations in their 
communities.

•	 Explore with the caregiver the many factors that may influence the 
family’s ability to participate in services and support the caregiver in 
bringing these needs to service planning. These factors may include 
the needs of siblings, caregiving responsibilities related to other family 
members’ physical and mental health needs, the caregiver’s own phys-
ical and mental health needs, access to transportation to services, the 
caregiver’s work responsibilities, community dynamics, and other factors 
such as race, ethnicity, gender identity, sexual orientation, and income.

•	 Understand that the caregiver may want to prioritize their immediate 
needs and that these may be different from providers’ priorities.

•	 Regularly check in regarding the caregiver’s satisfaction with Family 
Partner service and the Family Partner’s role, and adjust as necessary.

•	 Regularly check in regarding the caregiver’s satisfaction with other 
services, remind the caregiver that they have a voice in the services, and 
assist them in bringing their concerns to their other service providers.
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