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Implementing the Family Support Approach for Community Supervision

SECTION I

Infroduction and Overview
of the Family Support
Approach for Community
Supervision

ost of us are where we are today because of support we received from someone at some point
in our lives. Who was it for you? Was it a parent, a grandparent, a teacher, a friend, a faith-
based leader, or a combination of people? In essence, family and social networks are the
most influential and powerful context in which we exist. The same is true for individuals
under supervision; therefore, families and social networks are a strong force, motivator, and
resource which we should strive to learn more about and help individuals under supervision to tap. Throughout
this document, it is important to note that family is not limited to blood relations; rather, it is broadly defined

to include the network of people who are significant in an individual’ life.

Families serve as informal agents of control and studies have consistently shown that informal agents of
control are more powerful than formal agents of control (e.g., probation, parole, law enforcement) in helping
persons under community supervision achieve and maintain behavior change (Petersilia, 2003; Sampson, 1988;
Gottfredson & Hirshi, 1990 as cited in Young, Taxman, & Byrne, 2002). In 1999, the Vera Institute did a 30-
day study on 49 inmates released from jail and prison in New York City to determine what happened to them
upon release. Among their results, the Vera Institute study showed the most important factor that contributed
to individuals under supervision who were leaving prison to succeed was family and community support

(Nelson, Deess, & Allen, 1999).

It is well known that individuals under community-based justice supervision (such as pre-trial release,
probation, or parole/supervised release) usually remain in or return to their communities and maintain ties
or even live with one or more family members—e.g., a father, mother, son, daughter, niece, or grandparent.

Family members are with the individual under supervision more often than community supervision officers
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and are able to observe and react more quickly to both positive and negative behavior. They are more familiar
with the individual and their past and can anticipate behavior and respond appropriately. By their relationship
with the individual and their knowledge of the community, families also are better able to help the individual
when it comes time to address issues such as housing and employment (Young, Taxman, & Byrne, 2002). As
such, families can provide help, encouragement, and powerful support during the supervision process if they are

systematically supported and guided.

However, how many times have you sat across from an individual under supervision and thought, “His
family is so messed up, it is no wonder he is in trouble,” or “She just needs to move and get away from her family
and then she will have a chance,” or “The neighborhood this person lives in is so riddled with crime and drugs
that it is going to be virtually impossible for him to live here and change his behavior” A common reaction
from most people who work with individuals under supervision is to view their families and communities in a
negative context—focusing on the supposed dysfunction and how that dysfunction contributes to the problems
the individual under supervision is experiencing. While there are real problems inherent in some families
that cannot be dismissed or completely ignored, the Family Support Approach for Community Supervision
recognizes that despite what many community corrections officers perceive as dysfunction within families
and communities, families and communities also bring strengths that can serve as a source of support to an
individual during the supervision process. For example, a father with a long history of substance abuse may
still love his daughter very much and want to prevent her from following in his footsteps of substance abuse. A
community with a high crime rate and drug use still has individuals living within that community who are able

to succeed and has churches and schools in it with resources and programming that may be of assistance to an

While the agendas of families and government are \

not identical and sometimes may appear to be at odds, The Family Support Approach
they do share a common goal: keeping the person under

individual under supervision.

supervision from re-offending and keeping our communities for Community Supervision
and families safe. It also is important to remember
that supervised individuals” involvement with family is recognizes that...families
long-term; their involvement with the government (e.g.,
community supervision agency) should not be. Recognizing

and communities also bring
the powerful role that families and social networks play

in the lives of individuals under supervision in helping
_ o ) o ] strengths that can serve
them refrain from committing crime makes it imperative

for community supervision agencies to consider how
e : as a source of support to
they can facilitate informal social controls through these

interpersonal bonds that individuals under supervision have L .
: : . . - an individual during the
with these various social networks. Engaging families and

social networks in the supervision process as a regular part

supervision process.

\L

of case management is one way of accomplishing this goal.
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ENGAGING FAMILIES IN COMMUNITY SUPERVISION

But, what does it mean for community supervision agencies to engage families and social networks in the
supervision process? The fact is that most community supervision officers already recognize the influence
families can bring and are talking with and engaging families and social networks to a certain degree in their
work with individuals under supervision. However, helping individuals under supervision identify and tap
social networks of support in a strength-based and solution-focused approach is not always easy. Therefore,
the concepts and practices discussed within the Family Support Approach for Community Supervision should
be viewed as enhancement of a skill set that can complement current practices, not as a new or replacement

program, per se.

In and of itself, the relationship between supervision officers, individuals under supervision, and their
families can be complex. The dynamics of some families are also very complex and difficult to negotiate—with
many families being the individual’s first victim. The Family Support Approach for Community Supervision is

not a blueprint for how to “fix” families. It is about how to engage families and social networks in partnership

for successful supervision in a way that is more formalized so that it can be documented, recorded, and

ultimately measured to determine the effect it is having on individuals served.

f

Community corrections agencies and
staff don’t have the resources or time to

work with families.

Working with families within the Family
Support Approach for Community
Supervision involves a shift in paradigm
and attitudes more than anything else. The
Family Support Approach does not entail
providing unlimited services to all family
members. Rather, it is about providing
support to family members to the

extent that support promotes successful
completion of goals and objectives of

community supervision.

L
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For most community supervision agencies,
engaging families and social networks of support will
require more focus on (1) helping their staff (and
subsequently the individuals under supervision with
which they work) to recognize the role of families
and social support networks in helping individuals
under supervision succeed, and (2) providing staff
with tools and skills that will aid them in helping
individuals under supervision identify their social
support networks and learn how to leverage support

in meaningful ways.

For a smaller segment of community corrections
agencies, engaging families in the supervision
process may be more extensive, resulting in more
direct contact between supervision staff and family
members of individuals under supervisions. This
bulletin will focus more on agencies that want
to implement the Family Support Approach for
Community Supervision within their current

practices and programs.
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FAMILY SUPPORT APPROACH FOR
COMMUNITY SUPERVISION

The Family Support Approach for Community
Supervision is based on the Bodega Model’, the
signature model of Family Justice. The three core
concepts of the Family Support Approach are (Family
Justice, n.d.):

e Consider people in context.
e Build on family interactions.
e Focus on strengths of individuals, families, and

community.

First, it is important to consider people in context.
Although our society highly values self-determination
and individualism, the fact is that people live in a web
of interdependent relationships. They are your clients,
but they are someone else’s daughter, son, girlfriend,
boyfriend, granddaughter, mother, father, aunt, uncle,
etc. When community supervision oflicers recognize
this interconnectedness, they are able to broaden their
focus and consider issues of noncompliance (e.g.,
relapses) in a larger context—family, social network,

and community.

In addition, people are complex and reveal different
parts of their lives depending on the context in which
they are functioning. As such, community supervision
officers should not assume that what they see in their
office or during an isolated home visit is representative
of the entire person. Generally, during these times
persons under community supervision and their

families are in a crisis, perhaps nervous about the role

you are about to play in their lives. Looking at the individual and his or her family through only one context

reveals only one aspect of the individuals involved.

2

\L

People are complex and
reveal different parts of

their lives depending on the
context in which they are
functioning.

Families know more about
themselves than anyone
else and often will have
more influence over
someone succeeding or
not succeeding while on
community supervision
than any outside person—
including the community
supervision officer.

Simply eliminating
immediate problems does
not bring about long-term
behavior change; long-term
change requires individuals
to call upon internal and
external strengths.

N
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The second core concept indicates that community corrections officers should build on family interactions.

Rather than saying “we know what is right for a family or individual,” community corrections officers need to

recognize that families know more about themselves than anyone else and often will have more influence over

someone succeeding or not succeeding while on community supervision than any outside person—including

the community supervision officer.
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In every interaction, it is important to
remember that each person’s behavior affects
the behavior of another person. Different
interactions at different times activate

different parts of the self.

For example, imagine a person driving
very calmly down a country road singing to
the radio. All of a sudden, another car pulls
out in front of the first driver unexpectedly.
This causes the first driver to get nervous and
then angry—honking his horn or shouting
at the second driver. The second driver in
this scenario triggered an angry response
from the first driver because of his actions;
the angry response would not have happened
if the first driver had been able to continue
his relaxing drive down the country road
without interruption. Likewise, a change in
one family member’s behavior is linked to the
behavior of other family members. Families
also tend to behave differently during times
of transition and crisis (e.g., a son coming
home after serving one year in prison, a
daughter entering drug treatment as part of
her probation conditions). Understanding
interactions within individual families
and taking these into account during the
supervision process helps supervision officers
shape more appropriate interventions and

sanctions.

The third core concept of the Family
Support Approach for Community
Supervision recognizes the importance of
focusing on the strengths of individuals,
families, and communities. Simply
eliminating immediate problems does not
bring about long-term behavior change;

long-term change requires individuals to call
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upon internal and external strengths. A strength-based perspective is anchored in the belief that a problem does
not constitute all of a person’s life. Each person (family, community) is complex and multifaceted. A person
(family) is more than he or she presents at a given moment, with strengths and resources that may not always
be apparent. Focusing on strengths does not mean ignoring or condoning problems or harm. Rather, focus is
placed on:

e What they can do versus exclusively focusing on what they cannot do.

e What they have versus what they do not have.

e Where they found success versus an exclusive focus on where they have failed.

e Their possibilities versus an exclusive focus on their obstacles.

Examples of strengths to look for include skills, competencies, talents, goals, past successes, attributes,

interests, attitudes, dreams, wants, and positive connections to family members and social networks.

Intuitively, it may make sense to involve and engage families in the community supervision process.
However, there is a natural tendency to fear a shift toward focusing on families. Determining the actual process
of engaging and involving families may cause some anxiety for community corrections professionals. The
concerns generally range from it will be too difficult or too time intensive. However, it is important to recognize
that incorporating the Family Support Approach may not always entail seeing or talking with other family
members. Often it requires asking about these social networks and looking for natural connections that could
assist the individual under supervision. Engaging individuals from a Family Support Approach works—and it

doesn’t need to take any more time than is already being allotted to meeting with individuals under supervision.

The remainder of this document will describe the primary tools and techniques of the Family Support
Approach and examine ways in which the concept of a Family Support Approach for Community Supervision
can be put into practice—from an individual supervision officer perspective (i.., practice considerations) and
from an agency perspective (i.c., administrative considerations). The suggestions provided were derived from
Family Justice’s work with families of individuals under supervision, information shared during the project’s
working group (see figure I-1 on previous page), and feedback from participants who attended the Family
Justice and American Probation and Parole Association’s training programs on the Family Support Approach for

Community Supervision.

One of the agencies that participated in the Family Justice and APPA training program is the Oklahoma
Department of Corrections. Over the past several years, the Oklahoma DOC has taken deliberate steps to
formalize the ways in which it draws upon the strengths and resources of families to promote the shared goals
of successful completion of supervision and community safety. A more detailed description of the Oklahoma

DOCs process for integrating the Family Support Approach may be found in Appendix A.
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SECTION I

Guiding Principles for
Putting the Family Support
Approach for Community
Supervision into Practice

s stressed in Section I, incorporating the Family Support Approach for Community Supervision
into work with individuals under supervision does not have to mean additional work for
community supervision staff. More often, it requires supervision staff to begin looking at
families and social networks through a different (i.c., strength-based and solution-focused)
lens. Community corrections officers need to consider how to introduce and leverage support
of families and social networks during the supervision process to help bring about positive behavior change
in individuals under supervision and reduce their chances of recidivating. The following section provides an

overview of guiding principles for incorporating the Family Support Approach into current practice.

GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR THE FAMILY SUPPORT APPROACH FOR COMMUNITY
SUPERVISION

The following are guiding principles for practicing concepts espoused in the Family Support Approach for
Community Supervision:

e Guiding Principle #1: Avoid focusing solely on the problems that individuals, families, and communities
present and look for and focus on the strengths of individuals, families, and communities.

e  Guiding Principle #2: Work with individuals under supervision to identify family and social networks of
support.

¢ Guiding Principle #3: Engage families and social networks in making and supporting the case plan of the
individual under supervision.

e  Guiding Principle #4: Be aware of confidentiality and privacy issues when working with families and social

networks of individuals under supervision.
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It is relatively easy to spot the negative influences and perceived dysfunction of individuals, families, and
communities. It is also relatively easy to write off an individual under supervision and assume he or she will fail
as a result of his or her history, family problems, and/or the neighborhood in which he or she lives. However,
there are benefits for individuals under supervision and community supervision practitioners who are able to
identify and focus on the strengths individuals, families, and communities may have that can be leveraged to

support individuals under supervision in changing behavior and resisting the urge to commit crime.

While it does not suggest that supervision officers ignore the behaviors that may contribute to why
an individual under supervision engages in criminal activities (i.e., the more traditional problem-solving
model), within a strength-based approach, the focus of community supervision is on behavior change and,
more specifically, the individual under supervision’s role in that process. Michael D. Clark (1997), director
of the Center for Strength-Based Strategies, explains that working from a problem-focused model places an
emphasis on getting the individual under supervision to own up to his or her past rather than getting him or
her to consider and be responsible for changing his or her behavior in the future. Instead, Clark asserts that
community corrections practitioners need to expect and demand changes in behavior of individuals under

supervision. The strength-based approach provides a strategy for accomplishing that goal.

According to Clark, research indicates that client factors, which include personal strengths, talents,
aspirations, social support systems, and resources and beliefs, play the most significant role in creating behavior
change—contributing up to 40 percent of the overall change process. He maintains that, as a result, overly
directive treatment can be counter-productive. Rather, community supervision practices that encourage
the client and the client’s family and social networks to participate in the decision-making and treatment
process and that value the client’s perceptions are more likely to result in positive behavior change (Addiction
Technology & Transfer Center National Office, 2005).

Approaching community supervision from a strength-based perspective also provides a means for avoiding
the trap of viewing individuals, families, and communities in one context. Each person, family, and community
is complex, revealing different parts of itself depending on the context in which it is viewed at any given point
in time. Lookingat only one context (lens) reveals only one aspect of an individual, family, or community.
Therefore, when viewing results of assessments of individuals under supervision, Clark (1997, p. 111) says that
it is important for community supervision staff to “ensure the diagnosis does not become the cornerstone of the
individual under supervision’s identity. To avoid this, workers need to place much greater emphasis on strengths
and not allow negative views to be the only views.” This view can be broadened to include individuals under

supervision’s families and communities.
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The reduction of recidivism requires more than behavioral changes within an individual. Weaver and

McNeill (n.d.) assert that trying only to fix individuals under supervision cannot and will not fix re-offending.

Rather, reduction in recidivism requires networks of social support for individuals under supervision,

opportunities for individuals under supervision in local communities, and a new attitude toward the re-

integration of individuals under supervision. The quality of a person’s relationships—both personal and

professional—is central to the process of reducing recidivism. Like all of us, individuals under supervision are

most influenced to change (or not to change) by people they are the closest to and by those whose advice and

counsel they respect and value. Weaver and McNeill argue that approaches to offender management that fail to

recognize the significance of the relational aspects of working with individuals under supervision are unlikely to

succeed.

Additional research
shows that informal
social bonds (e.g., faith-
based organizations,
law abiding neighbors,
families, and
communities) are the
strongest predictor of
whether a person will
refrain from committing

crime.
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Additional research shows that informal social bonds (e.g.,
faith-based organizations, law abiding neighbors, families, and
communities) are the strongest predictor of whether a person will
refrain from committing crime (Petersilia, 2003). For example,
Vera Institute of Justice did a study of inmates’ experiences during
the first 30 days after release from jail or prison. The study showed
that the most important determinant of success for individuals
under supervision leaving prison was family and community support
(Nelson, Deess, & Allen, 1999). Similarly, Hairston’s (2002, as cited
in Petersilia, 2003) review of prisoners’ family relationships showed
that male prisoners who maintain strong family ties while in prison,
and men who assume husband and parenting roles upon release
have higher rates of success than those who do not. Working with
individuals under supervision to identify their families and social
networks of support is the first step toward determining how these
social networks can be leveraged for support during supervision to

increase the individual’s chance of success.
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As stated previously, a study conducted by the Vera Institute showed that the most important determinant
of success (reduced recidivism) for individuals under supervision leaving prison was family and community
support. Individuals under supervision whose families support and accept them also had higher levels of
confidence and were more successful and optimistic about their future (Nelson, Deess, & Allen, 1999). As such,
some states are beginning to realize the role that families can play in rehabilitation and are trying to include

them as natural supports in rehabilitation and parole programs (Shapiro & Schwartz, 2001).

The reality is that most individuals released from jail and prison return to their families or community.
An Urban Institute (2004) study of Maryland offenders confirmed that people returning from prison rely on
family members for emotional support, housing, employment, help coping with substance abuse and mental
illness, and financial support. In most cases, families lived up to the returning person’s financial and emotional

expectations in the months after release.

It also is important to remember that supervised individuals’ involvement with family is long-term; their
involvement with the government (e.g., community supervision agency)
should not be. Given the powerful role that families and social

networks play in the lives of individuals under supervision—from f N

providing housing to emotional support—it is imperative for

community supervision agencies to consider how they can reinforce Some states are

these informal social connections through the interpersonal bonds

that individuals under supervision have with these various entities. beginning to realize the

Engaging families and social networks as a regular part of case

management is one way of accomplishing this goal. role that families can play
From a more practical standpoint, families can be a valuable in rehabilitation and are

ally for probation and parole officers by providing 24-hour support;

special insight into and access to the culture and resources of the trying to include them

individual, family, and community; and information about early
warning signs that an individual under supervision may be about to as natural supports in

relapse or re-offend.

rehabilitation and parole

programs.
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Individuals under supervision and their families often are asked to share very private information about
themselves to access services and resources. If they are concerned about their confidentiality and privacy
being breached or misused, people may be reluctant to share information important to the supervision
process. Therefore, confidentiality and protection of privacy are essential for building trust among community
supervision officers, individuals under supervision, and their families. In addition to laying a foundation for
trust, protecting the confidentiality of individuals under supervision and their families during the community
supervision process also has other benefits (Soler & Peters, 1993 as cited in North Central Regional Educational
Laboratory, n.d.) such as:

o Protecting embarrassing personal information (e.g., criminal justice history, histories of emotional
instability, substance abuse, marital conflicts, medical issues, erratic employment, limited education, etc.)
from disclosure.

e Preventing the improper dissemination of information about individuals and their families that might
increase the likelihood of discrimination against them (e.g., medical conditions, mental health history, use
of illegal drugs, charges of child abuse).

e Protecting personal or family security (e.g., address of a domestic violence victim who has left her home;
concerns of an immigrant family that accessing services will result in the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration
Services taking action against them).

e Protecting an individual’s job security (e.g., although a person’s medical or mental health history may have
no connection to their job performance, it could jeopardize his or her position, likelihood of promotion,
or ability to find a new job).

e Avoiding prejudice or differential treatment against individuals by persons such as teachers, school
admin