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Thank you
This collaboration was led by the immense generosity, wisdom, and insight brought to our 
team by this stellar group of individuals—both lived experience advocates and local leaders. 
This work is the product of hours of conversation, feedback, and co-design with this team.
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Framing for this document (Sketch)

Child welfare agencies cannot meaningfully collaborate with families because they don’t trust 
the system. Trust is a relationship challenge, not a process challenge. Task lists do not solve a 
relationship challenges. 

There could be this-isn’t-for-everyone “caution” or “warning.” In order for this to work for you, 
you must already believe that, for example, (the best?) solutions lie with those closest to the 
challenge, that you know that you could not and should not do this alone, that you recognize 
your staff are the healers, etc., some kind of before you get started list of questions or 
prerequisites.

How might we share in the burden and the pain? (Of the trauma we’ve caused and of white 
supremacy culture marginalizing people groups)



*

A starting point for leaders in child 
welfare to bring family voice and 
power to the system.



Dear Leaders,

We’re so glad you’re here.

We know you share our intention 
of working closely with families, 

and designing with them.



We also know you hold power over families in 
this system—a system that incentivizes 

separating families over strengthening them.



This dynamic makes it difficult to build 
relationships with families that are respectful, 

transparent, and non-tokenizing.



Building these relationships requires 
resources, a shared foundation of trust, and 

new ways of thinking that butt up against the 
very purpose of this system’s inception.



We know the problem is enormous.

...but that doesn’t mean change isn’t possible.



As a leader, you sit at a unique intersection; 
bridging communities, families, staff, and 

levers of influence within the system. 



You hold power.

By sharing that power with families, 
we can change the system.



We recognize change can’t happen overnight…

but we do know change start with small steps.



As a leader it's not about having the answers. 

It’s having the courage to bring people together to 
move towards the discovery of what's possible and 

believing a different future is possible.



Our communities depend on it.
Our families depend on it.
Our children depend on it. 



The most important thing is to begin.



“Like all systems, systems of oppression, 
inequality, and inequity are by design. 

Therefore, they can be redesigned.”

Antionette Carroll 



Where do 
we begin?



Shifting systems begins with shifting the mindsets and behaviors of 
the people working within the system. To authentically engage, build 
trusted relationships, and design with families, these five principles 
should guide this shift.



Anatomy of content (What this is) (Sitemap)

1 2 3 4 5

Where are we now?

Where do we want to go?

How do we get started?

You can go through these 
one by one, you can pick 
just one principle that 
resonates the most with 
you and go deep in that 
area, or you can pick a 
focus area and jump 
straight to the 
worksheets.

Principles

Focus Areas

Current State

Future State

Starting Point





“We must be 
aware of child 
welfare’s history 
of what we’ve 
done to Black 
and Brown 
families.”

“We’re asking individuals to be 
included to be in a space that 
has already been designed for 
predominantly white leaders 
and institutions.”

“It’s hard to be in 
relationship with 
people when you 
think they’re a 
threat… anytime a 
relationship starts 
from a place of 
threat… your kids 
are the carrot.”

“We tell the story, and 
make them [families] the 
problem… ‘We are saving 
children from bad people’  
This is the narrative.”



This work does not exist in isolation. Contextual leadership 
reckons with the histories of harm and trauma perpetuated 
by the system while simultaneously building toward 
reimagined futures.

Dear Leaders, 
Are you actively making a 
commitment to offer truth 
& reconciliation? 



Truth and reconciliation requires leaning into this work from a place of 
humility and acknowledgement of harm done. It means reflecting on 
your role in the system, and using that as a starting point for change.

Resourcing our 
organization with 

anti-racism resources and 
learning opportunities 
specific to the child 

welfare space Beginning meetings 
with communities with 

an apology for the 
harm perpetuated by 

the system

Identifying and 
deepening our 

understanding of 
interpersonal, 

institutional, and cultural 
biases that currently 
exist in the system

FOCUS AREA 1

FOCUS AREA 2

FOCUS AREA 3

As leaders we 
begin by...



How do 
we begin?



Understanding your role and the power you have
Some resources that exist to help you:

- Liberatory Design Guide : Notice
- ECCD All that power activity



Reflect on the current state
● Work with our community (staff and/or families) to take stock of where we are 

How are we doing in regards to the previously mentioned focus areas? • How are we 
currently modeling these mindsets and behaviors?

Design a future vision
● Work with our community to vision where we are headed 

How will we interact differently with families? • What should the experience feel like? 
• What values will drive the impact we hope to create?

Co-create a starting point
● Work with our community to identify a tangible first step 

How will we see this through? • Who must be involved? • How are we holding 
ourselves accountable?

How to begin?
Change starts with asking ourselves the right questions.

*
*
*



What actions are we currently taking to prioritize this? 

What might need to change in order to make this a priority?

What must we keep doing?

What must we stop doing?

What’s our biggest roadblock?

A) Reflect on the current state
Work with our community to take stock of where we are 

Community and families are equitable partners 
in all of our efforts!



B) Design a future vision
Work with our community to vision where we are headed

Social connections are valued, honored and 
elevated as key to well-being for families

It feels 

It sounds 

It smells 

It tastes 

It looks 

We commit to _______________________
In the future, families and staff will describe this as 
__________, _________, and _________.

This will strengthen our organization by 
_______________________________ 
_______________________________.

and strengthen families by 
_______________________________
_______________________________.



C) Co-create a starting point
Work with our community to identify a tangible first step 

Families must inform our strategies.

What is a small first step we will take to get there?

How will we know if we’re making progress? 

Who needs to make this their priority?

How are we held accountable to this? 
Who is holding us accountable?

When are our next two touchpoints?



Our Vision: The Future is Us

A morning breeze from an open balcony 
The relief of sitting down after standing for a long time 

It feels like visiting the sweet, old school nurse
Deep conversation with someone who gets you
Saturday pancakes and no schedule, unhurried 

Going to a friend’s house to share what is happening in my life 
A priceless moment

A child lovingly looking at their parents 
Belonging, warm honey, my community 

A meal so full of flavor you must ask “what did you put in this” 
Awe.

Healing, truth, the golden time of day
Every person met with a loving prospect of unlimited possibilities


