LESSONS FROM OTHER FIELDS

How did New Hampshire create and
distribute a resource guide to support
child and family well-being during the
COVID-19 emergency?

BY SCOTT KLEIMAN, MANAGING DIRECTOR, JESS LANNEY, ASSISTANT DIRECTOR, AND GRACE PALMER,
GOVERNMENT INNOVATION FELLOW, HARVARD KENNEDY SCHOOL GOVERNMENT PERFORMANCE LAB*

To engage community members in proactively supporting children and families during the
COVID-19 emergency, New Hampshire’s Division of Children, Youth and Families (DCYF)
developed and released a “Supporting Child and Family Wellbeing” resource guide. This
strategy brief describes why and how the guide was developed, how it has been distributed,
and plans for sustaining these tools as part of regular agency operations.

Why the guide was needed

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic in early spring 2020, reports of suspected
child abuse and neglect across the country plummeted at the same time that children and
parents faced increased stressors. In New Hampshire, DCYF saw a 40% reduction in the
number of child abuse and neglect reports it was receiving relative to the two years prior. The
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state’s data also showed that the sources and nature of reports were changing, with the
most substantial drop in calls from schools and healthcare professionals, and an increase
by nearly half in the portion of allegations citing lack of supervision.'

Pandemic-related school and business closures, along with isolation from friends and
family, have been linked to increased unemployment and financial instability, substance
use, mental-health challenges, and instances of domestic violence — issues that often
are risk factors for child abuse and neglect.?® After New Hampshire’s stay-at-home

order was issued, many community members (including school administrators, teachers,
and social workers) had fewer opportunities to interact with families. In addition,
professionals working with families across a range of services reported widespread
confusion about what resources were still available and how to help families access them
during the pandemic.

New Hampshire’s “Supporting Child and Family Wellbeing” resource guide was developed
to encourage community members who regularly interact with children and families,

such as teachers, neighbors, or child care providers, to check in on families and help
them access needed supports. The simple yet detailed two-page guide provides sample
questions for professionals and community members to ask both parents and children

to help determine resource or support needs. It also contains lists and links to access
concrete services, including financial assistance, food and nutrition resources, crisis
support, and housing programs. (A copy of the state’s original July 2020 guide is included
as an appendix to this brief.)

By creating and distributing a simple, holistic resource guide to inform both professionals
and community members about different ways to help families during the pandemic, DCYF
sought to proactively support child and family well-being to both prevent child abuse and
neglect and, in the case of legitimate child safety concerns, intervene most effectively.

How the guide was created

DCYF had three main priorities in creating the resource guide: 1) produce it as quickly as

possible, as families already were navigating the effects of COVID-19; 2) offer helpful and

accessible guidance and resources to support a wide range of community members and

their needs; and 3) articulate a supportive message that encouraged families to reach out
for help, rather than a surveillance-based message that might cause vulnerable families to
avoid interactions with potential reporters.

To accomplish this and create the guide, DCYF:

* Used data analysis from the hotline to prioritize audiences for the guide and
inform the state’s distribution strategy. DCYF found that the total number of calls
to the child abuse and neglect hotline had fallen by roughly 40% in the weeks after
COVID-19 hit. One of the largest declines in reports was from schools and teachers
(down more than 60% compared to a typical week in 2019), many of whom were
still in contact with families virtually and could leverage the guide in these virtual
interactions. DCYF also prioritized other traditionally high-volume reporter groups
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as prospective audiences, such as law enforcement, mental health professionals,
medical professionals, and social workers. DCYF analyzed local level data to identify
specific organizations — schools, law enforcement agencies, mental health clinics, and
hospitals — that had shown the most marked declines compared to prior year reporting,
and then used those findings to drive community-level outreach and target distribution.

* Drew on insights from existing networks of human services professionals to
identify resources for inclusion in the guide. DCYF tapped into an existing working
group, comprised of professionals both from DCYF and the wider Department of
Health and Human Services (DHHS), to gain insight on how best to help families. This
workgroup helped identify useful and current family support resources to include in
the guide. Using this feedback, DCYF prioritized concrete services to list in the guide,
including resources for financial assistance, food and nutrition, housing, crisis support,
substance use treatment, child care, and guidance specific to coping with COVID-19.
When deciding on which resources to include, DCYF also prioritized those that were
easy to access and could serve as a gateway for referral to more intensive services,
if needed. DCYF highlighted general supports that families can connect with if unsure
about what resources they may need, including family resource centers that serve as
a community-based front doors for accessing services. The centers help families to
connect with peers, speak directly with professionals, and be connected to the right
services, if necessary.

* Engaged individuals with lived experience in child welfare to better align the
guide with community needs. DCYF also sought feedback from parents with lived
experience in the child welfare system, using an existing advisory group to quickly
get input on the guide’s design. Parents with lived experience reviewed early drafts of
the guide and provided concrete recommendations to make it more accessible and
supportive, including: 1) starting with a clear statement affirming DCYF’s belief that
parents are their children’s most important protectors and should, whenever possible,
be supported in caring for their children themselves; 2) reducing any perceived stigma
about reaching out for support by altering the language to validate that most families
were struggling during the emergency; and 3) targeting the guide to all community
members in New Hampshire, not just select professionals, so that families could help
themselves and one another.

* Drafted the guide in jargon-free language, and with concrete advice, so it could
be widely distributed and used by non-professionals and families. DCYF wanted
the guide to be written and presented clearly so that non-professionals and families
could digest the information easily and access needed resources. To increase usability
by non-professionals, the two-page guide includes talking points and sample questions
for community members to use as they check in with parents, caregivers, and children.
Tips for handling cases of suspected abuse and neglect are offered at the end of the
guide, communicating both when and how to contact DCYF in the case of a safety
concern. The guide also was translated into Spanish, the most frequent language
spoken at home in New Hampshire among those not proficient in English.
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STAKEHOLDER QUESTIONS ASKED BY DCYF DURING THE GUIDE
DESIGN PROCESS

Questions for agency professionals
e What are the most important things for families to know right now?
e Have any services or resources changed as a result of COVID-197?

e \What are some strategies to engage families and children in conversations that
are non-threatening and supportive?

e What are the best ways to ask what a family might need right now, particularly for
families who might not know what is available to them?

Questions for parents and community members
e \What are some of the biggest needs families might have right now?

e |s the current framing of the guide supportive? How can we adjust the questions
in ways that feel accessible, helpful, and supportive?

e Are the resources currently listed on the guide reflective of what you might need?

How the guide was distributed

After finalizing the resource guide, DCYF began its dissemination efforts. The agency emailed the
guide to service providers, community organizations, homeless shelters, child care facilities, and
other organizations identified as still in regular contact with families. The email included a cover
letter written by the DCYF director that encouraged recipients to continue forwarding the guide
to anyone in their contact list. (A copy of the letter is included as an appendix to this brief.)

DCYF’s regional field offices circulated the guide to local service providers and community
organizations and asked them to distribute the guide directly to families in their networks.

Staff regularly followed up to resolve questions and encourage proactive outreach to families.
DCYF headquarters supported this local outreach effort by sending its district offices a “how

to” packet, which included analysis of the decline in reporter data specific to their region so

they could target organizations showing more marked declines, a sample email to reach out to
community partners, and a suggested conversation guide to use when engaging community
partners. The agency also distributed the guide to about 700 parent partners who previously had
been involved in DCYF’s regional advisory committees and practice-improvement workshops,

At DCYF's central intake hotline, staff referred to the guide to counsel reporters on potential
resource connections for families, as well as emailing it directly to reporters as a follow-up

to their calls. The agency encouraged intake hotline workers to directly transfer callers to

local family resource centers (one of the “go-to” general resources featured in the guide) in
circumstances where a report would not be investigated but the family otherwise might benefit
from additional supports — a previously rare practice.
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To reach the broader public, DCYF launched an earned media campaign to bring attention to
the resource guide, including a press release, multiple newspaper articles, and an hour-long
segment on New Hampshire Public Radio.

Other state agencies also helped distribute the guide. New Hampshire’s Department of
Education shared the guide with every teacher across all of the state’s 167 school districts,
and the Attorney General’s office sent the guide to the state’s 200-plus law enforcement
agencies. The education agency and DCYF also partnered with the New Hampshire National
Guard to pack the guide inside 25,000 “health and wellness” kits distributed to families,
alongside dental supplies, medication disposal pouches, and resources. New Hampshire’s
refugee health coordinator also circulated the guide to resettlement agencies.

Looking ahead

The state has plans to sustain much of this work as part of regular agency practice after the
COVID-19 emergency ends. DCYF will continue to closely monitor reporting trends at intake.
The guide will be updated as resources in the community change. The agency also is working
with the state’s family resource centers so that central intake hotline staff can continue to
directly connect callers to the centers when reports are screened out.
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