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Before undertaking the action and activities of Family Finding, agency leaders and practitioners must consider a set of critical questions intended to protect the immediate and future physical and emotional safety of the children or youth being provided with Family Finding.   We have learned through evaluation experiences and more than 200 pilot sites that thinking of Family Finding as a process of locating relatives and having a meeting with relatives is not enough on its own to create significant impact in most agencies.  Of at least equal importance is the work of child welfare leaders, managers, supervisors and case or social work staff to implement, support and be accountable to authentic family, youth and community engagement practices.  The following preparation by the caseworker, supervisor and critically the agency and larger care system is essential to creating a process that can provide for improved life course outcomes for children and youth separated from parent(s) and living in care systems.  During the 11 years of learning about the original six step model of Family Finding many other important fields of study have also progressed.  We know now that in additional to the goals of safety and permanency for youth living in care systems we must also be active and intentional about protecting their development and health while they are waiting in care and transitioning from the care system.   Relationships of stability, affection, responsiveness, flexibility and commitment are the only protective factors reported in science to accomplish this.  Without a determined commitment by agencies and communities to reorganize and reconsider practice traditions that isolate youth from relationships of affection and on occasion end relationships through changes of placement that are a part of the design and function of these systems, children and youth in care will face impacts on their health and development that may contribute to a lifetime of challenges.
The following alignment steps should be successfully completed before undertaking Family Finding.  Because of the dynamic, fast pace and often surprising learning that is created by the process of Family Finding caseworkers and practitioners (if the service is delegated) must be prepared to revisit and make adjustments to some or all of these critical components.   Finally there may instances where these alignment activities require the participation of supervisors, managers, administrators, foster parents and attorneys.

A. Statements of Needs and Concerns:  The caseworker or practitioner (when the service is delegated) must review and prepare to clearly state specific concerns by the agency and needs of the youth related to the physical, emotional safety and well-being of the youth being considered for Family Finding.  Parent(s), siblings, relatives, community members and others who will be engaged through Family Finding process will be unable to fully participate or sustain their participation and finally to be fairly considered as sources of emotional support, participants in planning, educational support or a sustained relationship of affection or advocacy if they are not provided clear, reasonable and concise statements of need and concerns by the agency.  Concerns or needs may change during the Family Finding process; updating these statements will be critical to sustaining participation and promoting the safety of children or youth.
B: Authenticity The Caseworker and practitioner (when the service is delegated) must come to consensus about the degree of authenticity to which they can commit to invite, host, convene, facilitate and safely sustain the full participation of parents, siblings, relatives, and other concerned adults.  The process and impact of Family Finding and other related family and community engagement experience will ultimately be determined by the degree of meaningful and significant participation they will experience with the support or lack of by the caseworker and agency.  Uncertainty or ambivalence by the caseworker or agency can effectively nullify the possibility of the child or youth achieving a network or community of support or even a permanent legal parent.  A suggested format for this is an informal Authenticity scale.  On a scale of 0 to 10 where zero is the absolute inability by the caseworker/agency to authentically support the parents, siblings, relatives and community member’s access and full participation.  To a ten, the absolute and authentic commitment to the youth’s opportunity to have meaningful access to and support from the community organized on their behalf through Family Finding.  If scaling reveals an inability by the case worker/ agency to be authentic in the process of Family Finding it should not be under taken.   
C: Purpose and Goals: The case worker and other practitioner (when the service is delegated), must come to consensus on their intentions and purpose in undertaking Family Finding.  
Establishing goal statements that describe the caseworker/agencies goals at the outset for the impact of Family Finding are critical to bring clarity, focus, and commitment to Family Finding.   It is often the case that “success” in Family Finding can be individualized and happens in a graduated fashion.  Impact can develop thought the life of the strategy;
e.g. The youth will be supported in their effort to clarify the questions about the parents, family experiences and siblings.
e.g.  The youth will be connected into a network of safe, supportive adults expected to bring support across their lifetime.  
e.g. The youth supported through the network/community organized for them to safely establish a legally permanent relationship with a parent or parents.  
It is recommend that goal statements start with a “floor” in other words, if nothing else the youth will benefit from… and advance to higher levels of meaning and significance.  The floor is a foundation of information about who I am, where I come from, talents, gifts, hopes and dreams.  “I have achieved the permanent relationships of safety, affection and support that are most important to me.”  Finally, “I have a permanent family now, it was my dream and they are such a loving and kind people.”
D: Timeframes: The caseworker and practitioner (when the model delivery is delegated), must come  on expected time frames.  Family Finding sometimes describes this as establishing urgency.  
What is our best assessment of the time frames for completing the identification, engagement and knowledge of at least an initial list of perspective network/community members?
Of critical importance in establishing timeframes is a concern for protecting the health and development of young people.  Frequent access to safe, supportive, persistent and active efforts by a parent, siblings, relatives and community members provide protective factors and are themselves a catalyst for improving future health and development.  Extended placement experiences (foster or residential care) that limit or prevent these relationships pose a threat to normative development.  The time children and youth are in or out of these relationship experiences must be given consideration and priority.    
Should we coordinate and share this decision with the youth and other important adults and decision makes involved in the youth’s life (a hint is, almost always).  When and how?
E: Therapeutic supports: At the outset and at any appropriate time during the Family Finding process a consideration of the need for therapeutic and emotional support must be reviewed and considered.  Therapeutic support should include involving adult care givers in developing supportive strategies for children and youth receiving while Family Finding, additionally youth may already be receiving therapeutic services from trained professionals who should be included in planning and offering Family Finding strategies.  Of course the case worker will play a critical role in facilitating access to, or offering therapeutic support as part of their role as caseworker.
Active Steps of Family Finding 
1.  Engagement: Engage youth and when appropriate parents or other important adults in identifying potential and desired network members from the family and community.  Effective engagement, including efforts to change engagement approaches with parent(s), youth, relatives and community members the agency has worked with in the past are the most effective and timely strategies for organizing a renewed community of support for youth in care.  A critical question to ask yourself, “if we had to have a meeting next week to plan support for this youth who are the non-paid supports I would expect to attend?”  If the list is expansive and meaningful to the youth work on engaging these potential network members into a meeting and address searching for other members at later time if needed.  Family Finding is a model focused on urgently sustaining or organizing a community of support for and with youth, not a model focused on unending or unnecessary searching.

2. Searching: In this model revision when used in the United States there is an expectation that a diligent search for relatives, parents and other important adults has been undertaken consistent with US Federal Law and related state laws and regulations.  If so Family Finders should build on this important work by using the findings of the search and notices provided to relatives to begin engagement.  If this has not been done or you are not in a situation where these searches are required than the Family Finder should undertake an expansive, world-wide search for adults, siblings and others that may provide resources related to the goal statements.  Note here: before searching, assess if an adequate network already exists, if supports can be immediately activated move on to step three.  Additionally, for Family Finding in the United States the caseworker should review the agency’s records to determine if the required diligent search for relatives was completed and notification letters provided.  This should reduce or expedite searching efforts by providing parent and relative’s information and contact information.   In some situations with severely isolated young people repeating searches at six moth or 12 moth intervals may be effective.

3. Preparation: After the successful engagement of parent(s), relatives, and/or other concerned adults has been completed, convene a preparation conference with possible network members, caregivers and system representative with decision making authority and conduct a Blended Perspective Meeting.  In situations that may warrant a more rapid process to protect the safety of the youth, an alternative agenda may be used.  It is recommended that as part of the preparation, the caseworker or agency representative restate or review their authenticity scale with a goal to provide as much transparency about the intentions and commitment of the agency to the creation of a network/community of support and their degree of the importance as supports and access they can expect to the youth through the remainder of their time in the care system.
  
4. Planning and Decision Making: Agencies may employ several comprehensive meeting formats or models at this stage, i.e. Family Group Decision Making, Family Group Conferencing or Child and Family Teams (Wraparound).  When using these models efforts will be needed to integrate Family Finding with these meeting practices.  In this model revision the focus on planning and decision making is on developing with a sense of urgency a commitment by participants to offer frequent and meaningful support to youth in care.  The commitments Family Finder’s seek from participants  is that of advocate, a voice of hope, a person who offers compassion and wisdom based on their own experiences and gifts.  Offers of legal permanency and/or placement are valued here, but will receive more attention and action in the future as agency processes and policy make these activities slower in an effort to ensure safety and suitability.  Some meeting recommendations: review with the team the original goal statement for Family Finding.  Create as a team, a new or revised goal statement.  Once again, the caseworker or agency representative should revisit the authenticity scale with the network that reflects the agencies commitment to a team process.  Finally, the goal and intention of creating a network, community or team who will indefinitely be a source of support to the youth is introduced.  A decision to participate in the network or not as a member is required by the caseworker and each meeting attendee.  A date is set for the first Lifetime Network Meeting.   Planning and Decision Making meetings also begin the process of considering how the network will be introduced to the youth and what concrete activities of support members will commit to offer the youth or child.  A six week calendar of these activities should be created as a concrete outcome of the meeting.  All planning and decision making in this meeting should be undertaken in the context of appropriate safety strategies.  This shift from a tradition of moving from engagement to permanency is an intentional recognition of the critical importance to health, safety and developmental needs of children and youth that are only provided for through secure relationships and frequent experiences of safe affection and action. 


5. [bookmark: _GoBack]Lifetime Network: If as a result of the planning and decision making step, a commitment by the caseworker or agency representative and the parents, youth, relatives and other important adults has been made to the formation of a permanent network of relationships.  Then a Lifetime Network has been created.  In the early stages of the Lifetime Network the caseworker or facilitator must prioritize the Network itself.  It is a prudent to focus the first network meeting on team building activities like rapid appraisal and the tree of life to broaden and deepen the partnership and understanding between team members.  If a six week calendar was created in the Step 4 the Network should include time in their initial meeting to review the implementation of the calendar and make revisions and extensions where needed.  The initial Network meeting should also include the selection of a Network member to co-facilitate the network with the caseworker to streamline and simplify communication and coordination for the caseworker and members.  The network should meet with the caseworker and other support professional, as often as necessary to coordinate support and care of the young person.  Network meetings can plan a year in advance to address important holidays, memories, anniversaries and school and social events for and with youth.  This can become a scaffold that the Network can begin to fill in with other activities and events.  The team can add to this calendar routine Network meetings to review progress, formulate goals and action.  Network members share contact information, create a telephone, text and email tree to stay in communication and respond to emergencies.   The network members can work to create sustainable strategies for one another to stay involved when life circumstances change for members or the youth.  The Lifetime Network is an intentional community that is organized out of a shared experience of connection, affection and concern for a youth in care.  This community becomes the core planning, doing and supporting force in a youth’s life who does not (yet) have a legal, permanent parent.  The caseworker moves from “doer of all things”, to a consultant, key decision maker, access point for resources and entitlements.  A measure for the caseworker is the extent to which they observe a youth’s needs being anticipated and responded to.  If there are concerns by the caseworker about this a Network meeting is organized.  If the network is lacking in strength the group focuses on strengthening it.   The Lifetime Network ultimately becomes the group advocating for educational success, health care and normative community and social experiences appropriate to safety, interests, hopes and dreams of young people.  The caseworker becomes the content expert, voice for the agency, and timekeeper for moving the process along at the appropriate pace in the interest of the system and youth.


6. Healing and Development The single most healing and protective long-term experience of healing that can be offered to youth in care is that of safe, permanent, meaningful, persistent, affectionate and active care and support by a committed community of parents(s), adults, siblings and friends.  There is no medication or therapy to treat the absence of these enduring relationships.  It is this normative and uniquely tailored set of relationship that provides a context for effective and specific care and intervention to be offered to severely maltreated children and youth.    When these therapeutic services are offered it is the family, lifetime network and community that should explore the specific evidence informed care and models that may be used with caseworker and agency.  This should be done by the team as often as needed and repeated when necessary.   The network members both paid and not paid should be reminded that while there may be many possible service models available, services and traditional casework practices themselves may become a barrier or threat to normative development experiences and even permanency.  When children and youth are connected into and experiencing meaningful amounts of loving and unconditional accepting relationships with permanent adults in their lives greater clarity and insight can be gained about their needs for access to high quality health, behavioral health and educational support.  This may be the optimal time for assessment and efforts to access specific treatments and professional support.  The Healing and Development Step in Family Finding is expected is to be continuously considered and prioritized in all Lifetime Network meetings until the child or youth exits the formal system of a care and a permanent parent assumes responsibility for their child.

7. Legal Permanency: The case worker and other network members must continue efforts to create an opportunity for each youth to have a safe, legally permanent parent.  Permanency scaling should be used at meetings of the Network until permanency is achieved.  Network members should be organized to assist in creating permanency plans and recruiting resources.  The network should be organized to provide active supports and encouragement for any person who becomes a permanent parent to the youth or child; this also will have impact on permanency planning values.  Youth with a network should not be matched to a potential legal parent who would require the dissolution of the child or youth’s network as a condition of offering legal permanency.  This concept is known as welcoming the youth’s “original soil”.  The Lifetime Network should become and act as a uniquely tailored and committed group of advocates to make sure that no youth they are in relationship leaves the care system without a legal parent and a community of relationships to welcome and sustain them.





