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Introduction

This toolkit provides a practical framework for two deeply connected components of strong program
development: community engagement and needs assessment. These are not separate steps or boxes to
check; they are relational and iterative processes that build the foundation for effective, equitable
services.

Community engagement ensures that families, caregivers, and community partners are not only
included but meaningfully involved in shaping programs from the beginning. It builds trust, invites
shared leadership, and ensures that services reflect the strengths, needs, and values of the people they
serve.

Needs assessment, when rooted in engagement, becomes more than a data-gathering exercise. It
becomes a tool for accountability and partnership. When families and community members help define
the questions, interpret the findings, and shape the next steps, the process builds ownership, and
programs become more relevant, trusted, and used.

This document walks through the essential building blocks for inclusive engagement and needs
assessment in the context of Crisis Respite:

e Laying the groundwork: prepare for inclusive, trust-based engagement

e Building broad, meaningful partnerships with families, providers, and community leaders
e Using co-design and shared leadership to shape policies and practices

e Gathering and applying insights in ways that are respectful, relational, and actionable

Taken together, these approaches ensure that Crisis Respite is not only available—but also welcoming,
safe, and rooted in community wisdom.
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Laying the Groundwork: Prepare for Inclusive, Trust-Based
Engagement

This foundation is essential for making every future step inclusive, equitable, and meaningful. Before
forming councils, designing programs, or conducting needs assessments, organizations must prepare
the conditions for inclusive engagement. This means addressing barriers to access, practicing cultural
humility, and acknowledging historical dynamics of power and mistrust. Without this groundwork, even
well-intentioned engagement can feel extractive or tokenizing.

Inclusive engagement starts with asking: Who needs to be involved? What might be getting in the way of
their participation? And how can we build relationships rooted in trust and respect?

Key Practices

e Ask About Access Needs Early and Often:
Proactively gather information about interpretation, mobility support, childcare, transportation,
preferred communication methods, and accessibility needs.

e Ensure Language and Cultural Relevance:
Translate all materials into common spoken languages in your community. Avoid jargon and use
visuals, storytelling, and plain language.

e Use Trusted and Culturally Familiar Outreach Channels:
Share information through community radio, local grocery stores, WhatsApp groups, family
liaisons, and faith-based or cultural organizations.

e  Work with Trusted Messengers and Community Navigators:
Collaborate with peer leaders, cultural ambassadors, and connectors who already have
established trust and relationships within the community.

e Present Information in Multiple, Accessible Formats:
Use print, digital, audio, and in-person options. Combine visuals with oral storytelling and
written summaries for various learning styles.

Reference Tools:

Racial Equity Toolkit (The Municipal Research and Services Center (MRSC)): Offers strategies for
reaching historically underrepresented groups

7 Circles CCA Guide (The Athena Group): Using a Community Connectivity Analysis, this guide offers a
way to discover and connect with your community.

Building Broad, Meaningful Partnerships with Families,
Providers, and Community Leaders

Creating inclusive and effective Crisis Respite programs requires more than just gathering input from
families, it calls for intentional, ongoing collaboration with a broad ecosystem of community
stakeholders. Families and caregivers should be centered in all decision-making, but they cannot carry
the work alone. Lasting change and equitable outcomes depend on building shared leadership across
multiple levels of community life. Families often experience Crisis Respite within a broader network of
systems, behavioral health, education, housing, child care, and more. Each of these systems intersects
with their day-to-day lives and impacts their ability to access and benefit from Crisis Respite services. By
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engaging with community partners across these systems, Crisis Respite programs become more
responsive, coordinated, and resilient.

Strong partnership support with:

e Enhancing outreach and trust through known messengers

e Identifying overlapping efforts and reducing duplication

e Bringing diverse expertise to strengthen design and implementation

e Building long-term infrastructure and sustainability through shared ownership

Key Groups to Engage

e Families and Caregivers

Center their lived experience in every phase of planning and implementation. Offer multiple,
low-barrier ways for them to participate, from surveys to advisory councils to co-facilitation.

e Other Service Providers
This includes behavioral health specialists, housing organizations, early learning providers,

schools, public health departments, and family support services. Their perspectives help ensure

Crisis Respite services are not siloed but integrated with existing care networks.
e Community-Based Organizations (CBOs)
Prioritize organizations that are rooted in and led by communities most impacted, such as

refugee and immigrant-led groups, disability rights organizations, Indigenous health centers, and

BIPOC-led nonprofits. These groups often have established trust and deep cultural
understanding.
e Community Leaders and Informal Networks

These informal leaders often act as connectors and trusted advisors, helping families navigate

resources and making engagement more authentic and accessible. This may include:
o Faith leaders

Elders and kinship caregivers

Youth mentors and coaches

Parent advocates

Cultural and neighborhood group leaders

© ©0 © ©

e Real-World Example

Parents for Public Schools host “Community Dialogues” to shape education policy with families

in real time.

Guide: Equity-Centered Community Design Field Guide (Creative Reaction Lab)

Engagement Strategies: Collaborating to Build Responsive Crisis Respite
Programs

Grounding all efforts in the core definition of Crisis Respite, short-term care for children when parents

or caregivers need a break for any reason, especially during difficult life events, these strategies are
designed to strengthen engagement across families, service providers, and community leaders.

PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTING CRISIS RESPITE PROGRAMS: A TOOLKIT FOR WASHINGTON STATE COMMUNITIES



https://www.creativereactionlab.com/our-approach

Host Listening Sessions or “Community Roundtables” with Cross-Sector Stakeholders

Create dedicated spaces to hear from families, Crisis Respite providers, community-based
organizations (CBOs), and systems partners. To understand diverse experiences, surface
priorities, and identify shared goals

How: Use open-ended questions such as: “What kind of support would help you in a parenting
crisis?” “What would make you feel safe using Crisis Respite?”

Create Best Practices: Provide food, childcare, transportation, and interpretation. Use trauma-
informed, culturally responsive facilitation.

Map Who's Already Supporting Families and Explore Collaboration

Identify what services already exist that intersect with Crisis Respite, including behavioral
health, education, housing, and informal supports. To coordinate services, avoid duplication,
and strengthen family support networks

Ask: “Where do families already go for help?” “Who is filling gaps in care when families need
immediate support.

How: Create a shared map of providers, community connectors, and resources. Build referral
pathways and joint initiatives that strengthen Crisis Respite offerings.

Include CBOs and Community Leaders as Co-Facilitators and Decision-Makers
Honor the leadership and lived experience of trusted messengers by engaging them as co-
designers and facilitators, not just participants. To create programs that reflect community

realities and earn trust through genuine partnership.

Why: CBOs and informal leaders have deep understanding of community needs and can shape
Crisis Respite programs that are culturally grounded and more effective.

How: Invite CBOs to co-create engagement sessions, design feedback tools, and serve on
advisory councils. Provide compensation and leadership support.

Leverage Cultural Events and Local Gatherings as Touchpoints

Meet families where they are by embedding Crisis Respite outreach and engagement into
existing community spaces.

Why: Informal gatherings foster trust and allow for authentic, low-barrier connections.

How: Table at community celebrations, collaborate with schools and parent networks, host info
sessions at churches or markets. This can also be done by sharing Crisis Respite resources at a
family literacy night or back-to-school event co-hosted by a local library and food bank.
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5. Offer Shared Tools and Training Across Partners

Ensure all collaborators, whether formal systems, informal leaders, or providers, have a shared
understanding of the purpose and values of Crisis Respite.

Why: Building alignment across stakeholders enhances communication, consistency, and
trauma-informed care.

How: Provide training and tools on:

e The definition and function of Crisis Respite.

e Cultural responsiveness and equity.

e Trauma-informed engagement and restorative practices.
e Dedicate staffing and resources to support.

e Provide appropriate training for members.

Example: Facilitate a learning cohort for providers and CBOs that includes storytelling, journey
mapping, and resource sharing on best practices.

Using Co-Design and Shared Leadership to Shape Policies and
Practices

Co-designing programs with families, caregivers, and community partners most impacted by Crisis
Respite services is essential to creating effective, equitable, and trusted systems of care. When people
are part of shaping the solutions, they are more likely to use them, trust them, and help sustain them.
Inclusive co-design reduces mistrust, addresses historical harm and marginalization, and ensures that
Crisis Respite programs reflect the cultural values, practical needs, and lived realities of the communities
they serve.

Rather than developing policies or services in isolation, co-design invites shared ownership and
relational accountability from the start. It moves beyond consultation toward collaboration and shared
leadership.

Key Actions

e Design Inclusive Workshops:
Host design sessions with community members, families, caregivers, and cross-sector partners
using human-centered design tools such as:
o Journey Mapping to explore what it feels like to seek and receive Crisis Respite.
o Empathy Interviews to uncover hidden barriers, emotional needs, and aspirations.
e Facilitate with Cultural and Emotional Awareness:
o Select facilitators who reflect the community’s cultural background and have training in
trauma-informed care.
o Build in practices of cultural humility, healing-centered engagement, and shared power
dynamics.
e Pilot and Iterate:
o Share early drafts of materials, intake processes, or policies with participants for input.
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o Test new ideas through small-scale pilots and gather feedback before full
implementation.
o Use this iterative approach to build programs that are responsive and adaptable.
o Integrate with Advisory Structures:
o Pair co-design efforts with ongoing Family and Youth Advisory Councils.
o Ensure feedback loops are closed by showing how input influenced decisions and where
continued input is needed.

Engagement Tips to Remember

o Co-design is not a one-time event—plan for multiple sessions that allow trust to build and ideas
to evolve.

e Use visual aids, storytelling, and accessible materials in multiple languages.

e Compensate participants for their time, insight, and emotional labor.

Gathering and Applying Insights in Ways That Are Respectful,
Relational, and Actionable

When families, providers, and community leaders co-create respite programs together, the result is not
just a service; it's a community-held safety net that reflects the values, strengths, and priorities of the
people it’s designed to support. This approach builds trust, increases program uptake, and lays the
groundwork for long-term sustainability and shared accountability. Establish a Family & Youth Advisory
Council. Advisory Councils provide a formal, consistent, and relational structure to co-lead decision-
making with families and community members most impacted by Crisis Respite services.

By embedding lived experience at every stage, from planning to evaluation, councils help shape
programs that are culturally grounded, trusted, and effective. They’re not a checkbox; they are an
engine for shared power and accountability.

Advisory Council Membership Guidelines

e Aim for 6-8 members with diverse lived experiences across race, language, disability, gender,
caregiving status, and geography.

o Include members who represent the community, not just professionals or organizational staff.

e Leadership does not serve on the council but may be invited as guests or partners to listen and
share updates.

e Provide compensation, remove barriers to participation, and co-create the council’s purpose
and expectations from the start.

Sustain Relationships & Shared Leadership

Support momentum by maintaining engagement over time, not just one-time input. Sustaining
relationships and sharing leadership with the communities you serve fosters long-term trust, prevents
burnout, and ensures community engagement remains dynamic, inclusive, and relevant. Rotating roles
and recognizing contributions help build collective ownership and support ongoing momentum.
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Sustainability Practices

e Establish term limits and rotate leadership roles
e Recognize contributions publicly and privately
e Check in annually to assess how community engagement is working

Real-World Examples

e The Multnomah County Health Department hosts annual “Community Partner Summits” to
review partnership practices and co-plan priorities.

Tool: Participatory Planning Community Toolbox

o The King County Youth & Family Council co-designs mental health support, with youth serving
as peer facilitators and decision-makers.

Be Transparent: Share Back & Build Trust

Demonstrate that feedback is valued by closing the loop. Trust is built not only through listening, but
through follow-up. Communities deserve to see how their input is being used. Sharing back findings also
allows for correction, co-interpretation, and collective meaning-making. Transparency turns input into
ownership and strengthens the foundation for future engagement.

Key methods

e “You Said / We Did” visuals
e Live feedback sessions
e Infographics or bilingual updates on social media, newsletters, or community boards
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