A Scaffold of Beliefs for Effective Initial Implementation of Family Finding for Adolescents and Young Adults in the Care System
Family Finding is a set of strategies, tools, values and beliefs created by Kevin A. Campbell from the United States.  Family Finding is mandated by United States Federal Law for all children and youth in foster care or at imminent risk of placement in the care system.  Family Finding has also been extensively implemented in a number of Canadian Provinces.  Family Finding is used to create and organize a Network for Life for adolescents in care who would benefit from permanent membership in an unconditional supportive community during and after their time in the care system.
“Our purpose in Family Finding is to restore the opportunity for all youth in the care system to be unconditionally loved, to be accepted and to be safe in a family and community.”
							Kevin A. Campbell
Family Finding is built on four core beliefs:
1.  Every young person has an immediate and extended family, and they can be found if we try.
2. Loneliness can be devastating, even dangerous, and is experienced by most children and youth in the care system.
3. A permanent, meaningful connection to family and caring adults helps a youth to develop a sense of belonging and hope.
4. The single factor most closely associated with positive outcomes for young people is a meaningful, life-long connection to a family and community of support.
Family Finding for adolescents and young adults creates a new framework of beliefs that are critical to improving practice and outcomes
Historically casework staff and agencies have been limited in resources to construct enduring opportunities for connection and support for youth and young adults in care.  It has been said at some point for many of these young people that have “no one”, no one willing or safe enough to become their parent.  It is sometimes said that they “have burnt their bridges” with the adults in their lives.  As a result the responsibility for the care and concern for these youth falls to caseworkers and caregivers until they leave the system.  One consequence of this is that it is not only then young people who struggle with a sense of loss and limited options but in fact their caseworkers.  No caseworker fails to see the effects on their client of this experience or wants youth and young adults to be discharged to the community without the support and affection of caring, safe adults.  But in our current practice model this continues to be what happens for far too many youth and young adults.   Family Finding provides an alternative that has been shown for a remarkably high percentage of these youth in the United States and Canada to create an opportunity for different experience for youth in care and young adults who have left the care system.  In one of the 26 evaluation sites for example, Family and Children’s Services of Guelph and Wellington County in the Province of Ontario Canada  75 youth to date in the first 24 months of a seven year study design have experienced the following impact:  44% so far have been adopted, re-unified or placed with a formerly non-custodial parent (father).  72% have an intact and functioning Lifetime Network made up of relatives, siblings and other important adults.  91% of the 75 young people are connected into at least one enduring relationship of support expected to last for a lifetime.  These youth and adults will be followed for seven years to measure and understand the impact of these relationships.  This level of results has been consistently replicated in the 26 evaluations sites in the United States and Canada.  One of the first and most important changes in the implementation of Family Finding is to change the beliefs that underlay our practice traditions for older youth in care.  Some of those beliefs are described below:   
· This youth has no one…
· There is no father…
· They (the relatives) are all addicted, troubled, violent…
· They are too poor, from too far away…
· The youth is too mentally ill or disabled to be cared for or about…
· The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree…
· If they cared about him they would have come forward…
· [bookmark: _GoBack]The child has a stable placement…
· The caseworker is too busy…

The development and evaluation of Family Finding teaches us the reality of these beliefs and creates a different set of expectations for caseworkers, agencies and policy makers.  Where once we worked with an expectation that some youth would be connected and have a meaningful chance at permanency we can create a new expectation that most youth and young adults will be connected, have the support of a network and at half will achieve legal permanence.  Our new beliefs:
· Every youth has someone, or can have someone who cares about them regardless of their challenges.
· Every young person has or had a father and every father has or had a mother and father who had parents also, we call this biological certainty. 
· Every extended family in our society has members in struggle and other members who are safe and able to help.
· The poor love their children also. 
· Families in other countries love their children and care about their relatives.
· Extended family groups for Children in the United States average 100 to 300 members, adult functioning in this group is as highly variable as it is in the family you are a part of.  
· Extended family members often tell us they were not notified or asked by the parent or the government to help.  Some relatives tell us that when they inquired about the child to the agency they were told that for privacy reasons the agency could not verify knowing the child.
· The caseworker is too busy, but with changes in policy and help from partners, Networks can be built rapidly and sustained.
· Adults who are not relatives at some point in the youth’s life learned to care about them and will get involved if we invite and host them.

Family Finding is focused on creating and organizing “Lifetime Networks” of support
Besides shifting historic belief systems than in fact see older youth and young adults in care effectively as orphans who must be cared for by society, we must also shift our priorities after immediate safety of young people to creating and making use of these Lifetime Networks.  The term and idea for these networks was created by Robbie Gilligan at Trinity College in Dublin, Ireland.  In other words in a practice tradition that sees young people as having no one, but the caseworker and a care provider to protect and support them it is the care system that becomes the focus.  In this new construct where we expect as an indicator of best practice  nearly every youth in care to have an extended family, a father and community members who will participate in a Lifetime Network of Support, it is the youth and network that must become the focus.  This radically changes the role and functioning of casework staff and placement providers.  We move the caseworker from what I lovingly call “the doer of all things” to one or more of these three possibilities a facilitator, convener or catalyst.  When we do this with training and support we elevate the role of caseworker or social worker to youth protection expert, problem solving and planning expert, a conduit for the Lifetime Network for resources and services and at least during the time the case remains open, a central point of authority to ensure the youth is protected and provided for.
These networks when placed at the center of casework practice can share decision making responsibility for safety and provide levels of love, affection, acceptance, as well as encouragement and guidance that can provide the protective factors for brain development and promote the development of greater resilience.   These networks of relationships are fostered to be permanent not temporary.  Because youth do not live with network members, the network can follow them where ever they go.  Because network members cannot take placement of youth, they can support the adult who does.  Because we are building a Network of relationships rather than focusing on one relationship of support when a member is tired or called away to attend to another matter other members remain available.  Networks can also be organized to become “education champions”, to celebrate, encourage and advocate for educational opportunity and success.  These networks can function as a tailored crisis support system and a list of people to be in the waiting area outside the delivery room or on the call list years later when the young person’s first child has been born.
Human Connectedness is Measurable
The existence of these networks, even the numbers of members and activities they undertake is highly measurable.  A youth is connected or they are not.  They have enough members to meet their needs or they do not.    When there is no network, the focus is on creating one, when the network lacks sufficient strength, the focus is on strengthening it.    Finally, imagine every care leaver, leaving the system with an active and supportive Lifetime Network.  More hopefully, imagine every parent reunited with a separated child having the added permanent support of their own network.
The Integration of Networks with Evidenced Informed and Best Practice Models
The formation and organizing of a Network for Life along with the change in case management practice of placing the Network or team at the center of the workers practice provides the opportunity for meaning implementation of best practice models.  Without creating, supporting and using this powerful source of human resource it is unlikely that overburdened casework and social work staff will ever meaningfully implement these various theories and models of implementation.  The Network or Team is the resource or context that provides the possibility of parents, children and adolescents reaching a sufficient state of readiness to in fact benefit from time intensive and expensive health care and social service interventions.  To accept, you must see the importance of rapidly creating these networks and fostering their full participation and voice in the recovery processes for individuals and families.   To fail to do this is to recreate the system and outcomes we now struggle with.
