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Abstract 
In partnership between a Humphrey School of Public Affairs graduate student capstone group and the 

Northside Achievement Zone (NAZ), this research examines family engagement with social service 

programs. The goal of the research involves several related objectives: (1) synthesizing understandings of 

engagement across multiple sectors; (2) creating a definition of family engagement with a program that 

can be applied in a diverse set of scenarios; (3) developing indicators that may be transferable to a 

variety of social service sectors; (4) identifying promising strategies for engaging families; and (5) 

developing a preliminary tool that may be used to assess a family’s engagement with a program.  

The study found that engaged families were defined by behaviors like high communication, progress on 

goals, program attendance, and taking initiative. They were equally defined by certain attitudes such as 

having trusting relationships with social service providers and community members, having a sense of 

empowerment, and motivation to change. The strategies found to be most promising for engaging 

families who did not embody the aforementioned qualities fell into two categories: demonstrating the 

benefits of program access and relationship building. It was found that neither category superseded the 

other; instead, both were necessary to encourage greater engagement. Finally, two surveys were 

developed for piloting among NAZ staff and NAZ families, and steps for further research were identified.   

 

  



 

6 
 

Why Engagement? 
In recent years, the concept of engagement has received increased attention from both researchers and 

practitioners across a variety of sectors both in the social services and in business. These researchers 

and practitioners all stress the importance of engagement as a key factor relating to a myriad of 

outcomes. Thus far, research defines the concept of engagement in disparate ways, and often with 

shallow, one-dimensional definitions such as basic program attendance. To this end, our study involves 

several related goals: (1) synthesizing understandings of engagement across multiple sectors; (2) 

creating a definition of family engagement with a program that can be applied in a diverse set of 

scenarios; (3) developing indicators that may be transferable to a variety of social service sectors; (4) 

identifying promising strategies for engaging families; and (5) developing a preliminary tool that may be 

used to assess a family’s engagement with a program. 

Further, our research begins with an important distinction between family engagement with a program 

and engagement within a family. Many social service programs maintain outcome goals related to 

improved engagement within a family, especially as they relate to improved outcomes for children. 

Related to this, much of the existing research demonstrates the importance of a family’s engagement 

with a program in reaching outcome goals in the most effective way. We see the clarification of 

engagement with a program as an important stepping-stone to facilitating improved outcomes for 

families in social service programs.  

Figure 1 illustrates this difference between 

external engagement (between a family and a 

program) and internal engagement within a 

family. The assumption follows that external 

family engagement with a program would be 

connected to changes in internal engagement 

within a family. While both internal and external 

engagement are important, service providers 

have more interest in and control over the 

external factors. This is the major distinction that 

frames the crux of our research.  

It should also be noted that our research 

intentionally refers to family engagement as 

opposed to parent engagement. Family structures 

vary greatly, and thinking only in terms of parent 

engagement is not inclusive of all the ways a 

family may look. More specifically, if we are to realize any of the positive outcomes for children that are 

linked to engagement, our conceptions of the term need to be mindful of any family member or 

caregiver whose engagement may be important for improved outcomes. 

FIG 1: 
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Whether we are focused on education, community health, housing assistance, or financial planning 

programs, research has shown that increased engagement in services is likely to improve outcomes for 

families. These outcome improvements vary based on the program at hand, but a host of positive 

consequences have been linked to increased engagement levels across sectors. For example: 

 In K-12 education, increased family engagement has been linked to improved academic 

motivation, grade promotion, and improved socio-emotional skills.i  

 Early childhood intervention researchers have linked family engagement to improved 

behavioral self-relation for young children.ii  

 In the mental health field, family engagement has been linked to higher patient satisfaction with 

care and fewer instances of re-hospitalization.iii  

 In child welfare programs, engagement has been linked to higher levels of compliance with 

program requirements and reduced need for future interventions.iv  

 Community health researchers have linked parent engagement to improved outcomes in the 

fight against childhood obesity.v  

 Researchers in the behavior health field have linked program engagement to a reduction in 

adverse adolescent behaviors such as alcohol and drug use.vi  

 Taking cues from research conducted in education and psychology, marketing researchers have 

developed in-depth understandings of customer engagement to improve loyalty, trust, and 

brand community involvement.vii  

 Research related to low-income housing supports suggests that engagement in decision making 

and policy can lead to lower program costs and increased housing stability.viii  

This is not an exhaustive list of the outcomes researchers have linked to some form of engagement, but 

they are instrumental in demonstrating the reasons for the incredible level of attention that the concept 

of engagement receives across sectors. However, while these outcomes appear impressive, it is difficult 

to examine them across sectors due to the wide range of definitions and measures used in various fields.  

Important Concepts 

Internal Engagement Engagement within a family, usually associated with parental interactions with a 

child, but may extend to engagement between any family members. Increased 

internal engagement may be an outcome of external engagement.   

External Engagement Engagement between a family and a social service program. Our research is 

exploring many dimensions of what engagement with a program may look like .  

Parent Engagement Less inclusive term referring to traditional mother/father engagement with 

children. 

Family Engagement More inclusive term referring to all types of family structures, their engagement 

with each other, with children in the household, and with the program.  
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Historical Context  

U.S. Social Programs 
One could argue that inequality has been a constant in human history and it has been the role of leaders 

to reduce economic and social disparities and care for the poor.  

The American social safety net system is a result of English colonization and the effects of the industrial 

revolution. The industrial revolution brought with it great improvements in technology and production, 

creating a need for a large population to man these new processes. The great urban migration that 

ensued led to many of the urban ills seen today. In response to these issues of poverty, inadequate 

housing, hunger and sickness at that time, many religious groups took on the burden of care.ix 

It was not until proposals for federal social programs arose during Theodore Roosevelt’s New 

Nationalism campaign that the government took responsibility for aiding the needs of its disadvantaged 

citizens.x  Social programs expanded with Woodrow Wilson's New Freedom, Franklin D. Roosevelt's New 

Deal, John F. Kennedy's New Frontier, and Lyndon B. Johnson's Great Society.xi These policies were 

advanced by presidents in response to national crises of poverty and unemployment. This legislation 

greatly expanded the government's role in social issues like education and healthcare, setting the stage 

for policy today.  

As government involvement in combatting poverty has grown, so too have debates over the 

effectiveness of its various poverty-reduction strategies. Now in the 21st century, one strategy used to 

address these problems is the Promise Neighborhood model. 

A 21st Century Solution: The Promise Neighborhood Model 
According to the Federal Promise Neighborhood Program, “all children and youth growing up in Promise 

Neighborhoods [are to] have access to great schools and strong systems of family and community 

support that will prepare them to attain an excellent education and successfully transition to college and 

a career.”xii Noting the uniqueness of its implementation, a Promise Neighborhood grant recipient 

further captured the essence of this program strategy, stating that it “wrap[s] children in high-quality, 

coordinated health, social, community, and educational support from the cradle to college to career.”xiii 

This model was inspired by the Harlem Children’s Zone. 

In the 1990s, Geoffrey Canada began a pilot project in the Harlem neighborhood of New York, called the 

Harlem Children’s Zone (HCZ), to address the vast array of problems faced by families in poverty.xiv He 

began with a one-block zone where he collaborated with multiple social service agencies to improve 

housing, school, crime and health outcomes for families in the area.xv In 1997, the Zone grew from one 

block to 24, forming the basis for a new strategy to address poverty.xvi It has further grown through 

present day, where it currently “serves more than 8,000 children and 6,000 adults.”xvii Key in the HCZ 

model is its reliance upon a set of schools designed by the founder to supply a high quality education for 

all of the children in the program.xviii This approach has allowed the Zone to fully track and support the 

academic achievement of its future, the children.xix 
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Here in Minnesota, North Minneapolis also faces many of the same problems that Geoffrey Canada saw 

in Harlem in the 1990s. With Michelle Martin, Kevin Reich, Don Samuels and Sondra Samuels at the 

helm, North Minneapolis is undergoing a transformation similar to that in Harlem. 

The Northside Achievement Zone  

History 

The Northside Achievement Zone (NAZ) grew out of a non-profit called The PEACE Foundation. The 

PEACE (Public Engagement and Community Empowerment) Foundation was created in 2003 to create a 

movement to end local violence in North Minneapolis. Minnesota has one of the largest achievement 

gaps in the nation and the negative indicators that produce this gap are most pronounced in North 

Minneapolis; a community that is dominated by high rates of violence, poverty, unemployment, and 

failing schools. xx  

As the PEACE Foundation began to reduce violence in North Minneapolis, the larger issue of poor 

education and future prospects for minority youth remained. In 2010, the PEACE Foundation announced 

that it would be transitioning to an organization modeled after HCZ that would address the issues of 

housing, education, employment and health in North Minneapolis.xxi The goal: “to create a culture of 

achievement… guaranteeing college-readiness for every single child living in the zone.”xxii 

Demographics 

Today, NAZ is made up of 60 member organizations and 

schools focused on a set geographic area between 

Interstate 94 to Penn Avenue, and from 35th Avenue to 

West Broadway.xxiii The Zone was drawn using a 

combination of three indicators: the number of residents 

who were on probation, receiving Minnesota Family 

Investment Program aid (the funding formerly referred to 

as welfare) and the number of police calls.xxiv “About half 

of its 15,000 residents are children, 43 percent of whom 

live in poverty. One fourth of residents are unemployed 

and 80 percent are racial or ethnic minorities.”xxv 

Program Strategy 

Since its transition from the PEACE Foundation, NAZ has been implementing multilevel strategy to 

address the myriad of issues in North Minneapolis. By focusing on educational and community goals and 

using a “high touch” strategy, families in this neighborhood are supported in all areas of their life. As 

described in the NAZ Promise Neighborhood grant application, “NAZ aims to create a ‘cradle to college 

to career’ pipeline with strong schools at the center through ‘three pillars’ of impact: 

Pillar One: engaging parents to strengthen their ability to support achievement and aligning 

resources to support their effort, and 
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Pillar Two: improving schools and the educational experience within a continuum of support 

services to produce academic excellence for all children, and 

Pillar Three: providing whole family wrap-around support to children and families enrolled in 

NAZ to stabilize the household and remove external barriers to learning.”xxvi  

Staffing 

These three pillars are supported by an Engagement Team and provide the basis for which NAZ aspires 

to drive change. Using these pillars, families are comprehensively supported to succeed and children are 

put on a path of academic achievement. Critical to NAZ’s strategy and Engagement Team are 

Connectors, staff who mentor and coach families.xxvii The Connectors come from the same community as 

those being served, can be accessed by families 24/7, and connect them to resources as needed.xxviii 

Even more, these Connectors help families make goal plans and take action towards them.  

The second step of the NAZ plan involves NAZ Navigators. Meant to leverage NAZ partnerships with 

agencies in the area and effectively coordinate social service efforts, Navigators work with families to 

stabilize their basic needs. These staff members work on-site in partner schools, and in partner 

organizations providing housing, behavioral and mental health, early childhood education and after 

school programming, and career services. Children participate in this “high touch” approach through 

their constant contact with Academic Navigators who work to keep NAZ students on track. 

Encompassing this vast network of staff and families is the NAZ Connect system, an online database 

tracking family progress in real time and is available to all of the partner agencies.xxix This connector 

system helps everyone in the community—from expectant parents to service providers—stay focused 

on the end goal of academic achievement as a remedy to poverty and violence. 

Moving Forward 

At the time this paper was written, NAZ 

had an annual budget of $1 million, 

fundraised from the private sector.xxx 

Thanks to $28 million dollars in federal 

Race to the Top funds, NAZ will be able 

to quadruple the number of families it 

serves by 2014. xxxi 

NAZ has high aspirations for its 

expansion. By the end of the grant 

period, in 2016, the NAZ pipeline will be 

filled with engaged parents, both with 

the program, but more importantly, 

with their children and their academic 

success.xxxii The goal continues with 

improvements seen community-wide as 

the education system and schools in 
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the area adapt with the families, and social services support the progress of families.xxxiii Overall, NAZ 

believes that it will create a “culture of achievement” within the Zone, fulfilling its claims of bringing 

students from cradle to college.xxxiv  

An Emphasis on Family Engagement 

Represented in the first Pillar of NAZ strategy, family engagement is considered a cornerstone of the 

program. NAZ believes that families must be comprehensively engaged in order to achieve real change 

in the lives of their children and the communities they live in. As this first Pillar notes, engaging parents 

will result in a stronger foundation by which they and their children will succeed.  
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Literature Review 
The word “engagement” is used in literature in a wide range of disciplines and contexts. “Client 

engagement” is used regularly in the health field, “customer engagement” is frequent in marketing, 

“employee engagement” is considered a key component of management, and “student and parent 

engagement” is highly discussed in education and child-rearing literature. In spite of, or perhaps 

because of, its prevalence in literature and program theory, the definition and understanding of 

engagement holds considerable variation. 

The concept of engagement has appeared in child welfare literature as well. For example, the Child 

Welfare Information Gateway of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services emphasizes the 

important role engagement plays in welfare case planning, and has created a best practices guide for 

home visitors to increase their capacity to engage families.  

Engagement as a Behavior 
Researchers continue to disagree on the degree to which a person must engage in mental or physical 

activities in order to be considered “engaged.” Early usage of the term is used in reference to program 

enrollment. Simply by signing up for a program, a person is considered engaged in the program.xxxv 

McGuigan distinguishes between varying rates of engagement in the context of social work.xxxvi Families 

with high rates of engagement are those with whom home visitors succeed in scheduling visits and who 

are usually present for home visits. Dumas broadens the definition of engagement in describing it as a 

process of becoming involved in a program, beginning with stated intent to enroll, followed by 

enrollment, attendance at program sessions, and quality of participation in sessions.xxxvii Quality 

participation is described here as more active and enthusiastic; however the author discusses the 

limitations of the self-identified “global rating of quality participation” used to capture this measure. 

Others focus the definition of engagement on the time spent doing program-related activities outside of 

the program sessions, such as seeking a job or doing homework.xxxviii Carman finds it helpful to 

concentrate the definition on the various settings in which engagement can occur, such as: during 

program sessions or interactions with program staff, within participating organizations, in homes, and in 

the larger community.xxxix A survey tool developed by Harvard for assessing family engagement in 

schools includes measures for a wide array of settings. Such measures include the frequency of 

discussing the program with others in the community, frequency of visiting participating organizations 

and frequency of meeting with program staff.  

Engagement as a Mental Process  
A separate branch of engagement measures in the literature is less focused on behaviors and instead 

centered on emotional and cognitive processes. The emotional/cognitive process in engagement is 

highly explored in marketing through discussion of customer engagement. Although this notion of 

engagement is motivated by private rather than public benefits, it is important to explore this industry’s 

engagement methodology since it has been proven highly effective. In marketing, customer engagement 

is achieved through positive customer experience and “brand loyalty.” Positive customer experience and 

brand loyalty are dependent on the combination of multiple factors, including degrees of the client’s 
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emotional connection and dedication to the company, as well as the client’s level of satisfaction with the 

services, strong feelings of trust, mental investment and feeling highly valued.xl  

Discussion of emotional and cognitive engagement is also present in social program literature, but the 

information is preliminary. Yatchmenoff defines engagement in the context of child protection services 

as the “compliance or adherence to treatment service plans” with five specific dimensions of 

engagement, including receptivity, expectancy, investment, working relationship and mistrust.xli 

Receptivity is classified as “one’s openness to receiving help” and expectancy is the “perception of 

program benefit,” or the “expectation that things will change as a result of working with the program.”xlii 

Investment is a “commitment to the planning process, characterized by active participation in planning 

services, goal ownership and initiative in seeking and using help.”xliii A working relationship is the 

interpersonal relationship characterized by a sense of reciprocity and good communication. xliv Mistrust 

is a key element of disengagement; it is the belief that an organization, agency or worker is manipulative 

or intends to harm the client.xlv To date, these measures of engagement appear to be the most 

comprehensive, yet there is no evidence that they can be extrapolated onto other types of social 

programs outside of child prevention services. Moreover, these measures fail to encompass a fairly 

recently identified component of engagement that has proven to be essential: empowerment of 

families.  

Engagement as Empowerment 
The past decade witnessed an emergence of research that frames engagement as empowerment. Alpert 

and Britner delineate the parallel between engagement and empowerment by explaining that “When 

parents feel empowered, supported, respected, and understood...they will be actively engaged in 

services, and therefore more likely to succeed.”xlvi Ferlazzo defines engagement as the connections built 

on relationships, listening and shared decision-making.xlvii They distinguish engagement from 

involvement by describing engagement through the following dichotomies: “doing with” versus “doing 

to,” listening to families versus telling families, conversing versus communicating, and gaining partners 

versus serving clients. Highlighting this distinction between engagement and involvement acknowledges 

the inherent power dynamic between service programs and the families they serve. A program that 

listens, converses, and partners with families is relinquishing some of its control and in turn giving some 

of its power to families.  

Engagement as Decision-Making and Self-Efficacy 
Jurkowsy also understands engagement through the lens of empowerment; in this research engagement 

is described as the inclusion of participants in decision-making processes, both on an individual level for 

setting personal goals, as well as on a public level in designing programs.xlviii He provides a framework in 

understanding an organization’s role in working with participants through a spectrum of empowerment. 

On this spectrum, “manipulation” followed by “informing” comprise one extreme and “delegated 

power” then “parent control” comprise the other. xlix 

 

Halgunseth also developed a model for family engagement that incorporates decision-making as one of 

five essential factors.l They emphasize the importance of the interaction of all factors, specifying that 
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each factor on its own does not necessarily have individual effects. Factors included in this model are: 1) 

family participation in decision-making, 2) two-way communication, 3) families contributing their 

knowledge through volunteering and actively engaging in activities, 4) practicing learnings from 

programs in homes, and 5) service providers receiving training on facilitating engaged families.li 

Engagement in the medical world is described similarly. Carman refers to this as “patient activation,” 

which is achieved when patients demonstrate having knowledge, skills, confidence in achieving goals, 

and doing things on their own.lii Both Halgunseth and Carman agree that a family is engaged when a 

they are taking actions on their own, indicating that they assess an engaged family to be one in which 

family members demonstrate self-efficacy.  

Research Questions  
Our study seeks to expand on and refine previous definitions of engagement by closely examining the 

specific mechanisms of family engagement that have the potential to enhance program outcomes. Our 

literature review provides a large body of evidence that engagement is linked to improved program 

outcomes. It further illustrates the wide array of definitions of engagement and considerable variation in 

the context in which the term is used. Moreover, there has been little research done on promising 

strategies used to engage at-risk families in social service programs. As at-risk families carry the greatest 

returns on investment in the field of early childhood education, it is likely that they accrue additional 

benefits when accessing other social service programs.liii Given these justifications, we believe there to 

be a salient need for research on identifying engagement of at-risk families in programs, as well as the 

means by which to engage them. Therefore, we present the following research questions to guide our 

study:  

1) What is engagement? 

2) What does family engagement with a program look like? 

3) What are strategies for engaging a family in a program? 

4) How can we measure a family’s engagement in a program?
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Methodology 

Study design 
Given the unexplored nature of research on the distinct area of families engaging with programs, our 

study uses a methodology conducive to developing a better sense of what this type of engagement 

looks like. As this is an information gathering study, the results are not intended to be broadly 

generalizable. Instead, we seek to find a more nuanced understanding of engagement that may be 

transferable to many types of organizations or areas of social service. Our research employed a 

qualitative mixed-methods approach that included 16 interviews with experts, researchers, and field 

staff, as well as two focus groups with NAZ staff members. 

The focus groups were each two hours long and were conducted at the NAZ headquarters. Two 

graduate students attended each session. One student moderated the Navigator focus group while the 

other served as note-taker. The Connector focus group was co-moderated by the two students.  

Interviews were split between the graduate student team, with one graduate student administering 

each interview. The interviews each took between thirty minutes and one hour to conduct and most 

were conducted onsite at the interviewees’ workplaces. 

Both the focus groups and interviews were audio recorded, and confidentiality was assured for all 

research participants.  Please see Appendix A for full both the focus group and interview protocols.    

Analysis 
Analysis was conducted using a classic qualitative technique. Full transcripts of each focus group were 

produced, and quotes were analyzed to examine themes both within each question and across the 

conversation. Interviews were analyzed using detailed notes, similarly examining themes for each 

question and across all interviews. Additionally, analysis for both focus groups and interviews were 

cross-verified by other members of the research team who were not present for the initial analysis 

stages.  

Sample 
Of the 16 interviews, four were conducted with current social service personnel, and twelve were 

conducted with experts and researchers involved in issues of engagement. Additionally, many of the 

researchers and experts have a background as social service personnel. Due to the information-

gathering nature of our research goals, interviewees were selected based on their ability to provide 

information that may be salient to the research topic. Experts were drawn from areas such as University 

of Minnesota research centers, Minnesota Department of Education, and educational research firms. 

Social service workers contributed from non-profit organizations based in housing, early childhood 

education, workforce development, and health sectors. 

Two focus groups were conducted to capture the insights of veteran field staff. As NAZ management 

was interested in learning from their experienced staff, they identified five Navigators and four 

Connectors to participate in the focus groups. Each group was comprised of staff holding the same 
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position in the organization (Navigator versus Connector). In order to balance perspectives even further, 

each Navigator present represented one of the pillars of NAZ programming: Housing, Early Childhood 

Education, Career, and Academic (2). The Connectors focus group had four participants who had been in 

their position since early on in the organization’s history, and one participant who was the program 

manager.  

Limitations  
There were several limitations in this study. First and foremost, time was a restriction for our work. The 

five graduate students and advisors began organizing and planning in October of 2012, met with NAZ 

leadership in December 2012 and began meeting weekly in January 2013. This paper was delivered to 

the NAZ staff on May 15th, 2013. It is intended to be the first look into family engagement on the 

Northside. It is our hope that this work will be continued by future Humphrey Capstone groups.  

The issue of engagement has become “trendy” in social service programs. We considered the potential 

inflationary effect this “buzz-word” status would have on the importance and weight our data sources 

would give to the term. 

Another limitation was our access to information. Initially, we had intended to examine the Family 

Engagement strategies of the Harlem Children’s Zone (HCZ) and compare them to the explicit strategies 

of the Northside Achievement Zone (NAZ). We found that both organizations are inundated with 

requests for information and strapped for staff time. It also seemed as though both groups did not have 

any explicit documentation regarding family engagement, although NAZ informed us that they were in 

the process of developing a guide for certain staff roles which was intended to include discussion of 

engagement.  

The expansion process within NAZ reduced the sample size we were able to achieve for our data 

collection. Rather than conducting individual 45 minute interviews with several key Navigators and 

Connectors we did 2 one-hour Focus Groups: one Connector Focus Group and one Navigator Focus 

Group.  

 

One goal of our research was to investigate strategies for engaging the hardest to reach families. 

However, we determined that the initial research on the topic of engagement should first be explored 

with families currently in social service programs. Thus, our data and analysis only focuses on families 

who have taken the first step towards engagement and already enrolled in social service programs. We 

believe that additional research could be conducted on strategies needed for just the hard to reach 

families; those who have not yet enrolled in a program and are not interested in engaging. 
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Findings 
Analysis of both the focus groups and interviews yielded a host of compelling findings related to each of 

our research goals. Overall, there was significant agreement between experts, researchers and field staff 

in a variety of areas. All interviewees and focus group participants were asked questions related to their 

understandings of the concept of engagement. Several key themes emerged from the conversations, 

most notably, issues of communication, relationship 

building, and progress toward goals. Using these 

main themes, a simple word count was 

conducted for each theme to further validate 

their relevancy and weight as determined 

during analysis. As shown in the table below, 

the key themes matched frequency of 

mentions in the combination of expert and 

field staff interviews and focus groups. 

Consistency was mentioned only once; 

however several individuals gave examples of 

consistency during discussion of engagement, 

without using the word. 

Definition of Engagement  
Below are the key aspects of exemplary family engagement that emerged from our data collection. 

Program Attendance 

Much of the existing research defines and measures engagement based largely on program attendance 

rates. It is worth noting that many of our interviewees and focus group participants mentioned ‘showing 

up’ as a major factor in engagement. However, there was much agreement amongst field staff and 

experts that engagement does not and should not stop with the idea of attendance.  

 Many families may ‘show up,’ but may not be especially engaged with a program. Conversely, it is 

possible for families to be engaged without attending events or meeting regularly with a program staff. 

Overall, participation is only one of multiple dimensions of engagement, and should not be looked at as 

a synonymous term. 

Building Relationships  

When speaking about specific attitudes and characteristics of highly engaged families, the level of their 

relationship with service providers is an area that was consistently highlighted. An engaged family 

demonstrates trust with the service provider and is comfortable sharing information with them about 

their lives. They value the opportunity to bond with the staff, and are open to a reciprocal relationship, 

where “both sides understand what you are giving them, and they are giving you.”  

Growth of “Bonding” Social Capital 

Another area of relationship building is between program members. As a result of the relationship 

building, families have a greater understanding of the program, feel in solidarity with their neighbors 
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and fellow program participants, and are more open to assistance with their needs and goals. The idea 

of building trust and mutual respect was brought up by several interviewees. This bonding is based on 

ties of solidarity between 'people like us,’ exemplified by families and neighborhoods. Explicit in NAZ 

hiring practices is a reliance on Connectors who are from the neighborhood so that they can participate 

in this sense of solidarity. This experience helps people to feel that they are not isolated or alone in their 

struggles.  

Strong Relationship with Child’s School and Education  

Taking an active role in the education of the child is another way to define a family that is engaged. The 

expectation is that the family would develop a relationship with the child’s school and teachers, with the 

goal of being informed of academic progress or concerns that may arise. Maintaining regular 

communication with teachers, along with building the confidence to partake in decisions that affects the 

child’s learning are also examples of a highly engaged family.  

Active Communication 

Families who are engaged in a social service program have high communication with their provider. The 

behaviors that underlie this action point are honesty and openness. NAZ Connectors and Navigators 

both said that as they build relationships with families receiving services, those who engage have started 

to trust the staff, and demonstrate this through self-disclosure. Furthermore, highly engaged families 

are in frequent communication with NAZ staff, keeping them updated on life changes outside of their 

scheduled contact. Field staff interviewees also confirmed this trait as one they see for engaged 

households. These families additionally are those who show up; whether to appointments with staff, or 

meetings scheduled with other providers meant to impart further resources. 

Making Progress on Goals 

When asked to define family engagement, experts and field staff focused on actions steps that can be 

used to identify engaged families. Of those mentioned, progress on expressed goals was most frequently 

heard. A family’s advancement in their goals speaks to the success they are having in the program and 

the benefits of their engagement. When families are seen taking notes during events and meetings, or 

utilizing the tools and resources given to them, they become examples of what the organization strives 

for, and the level of commitment and effort a family must put in to see positive effects. Lastly, an 

engaged family is a family that fights for the program. They are the ones who can be seen advocating for 

additional services, or even referring the organization or certain staff members to others they feel would 

benefit from the assistance.  

Sense of Empowerment 

One way to differentiate between a highly engaged family and one that is not is their level of personal 

empowerment. The extent to which a family demonstrates ownership of their involvement, and strives 

for more tells a lot about how engaged that family is. Activities as small as indicating a desire for change, 

to asking and giving feedback in a meeting demonstrates this involvement. Field staff mentioned that a 

highly engaged family is one that will go the extra mile by taking on roles in the program, making 

decisions about their child’s education, taking unexpected action on a goal plan, and engaging with 

teachers and other community members. Families who feel that they have a sense of agency in their 
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lives are more able to conceive of a better life for their children and clearly see the actions they must 

take to get there.  

Motivating Attitudes 

Experts and field staff all used positive descriptors to define highly engaged families. Some of the traits 

mentioned focused on the attitudes individuals display as they begin to increase their level of 

engagement. Individuals oftentimes begin by no longer 

viewing themselves as victims, their desire for change 

increases, and they are more reflective of their actions. These 

initial traits help a family find their motivation to achieve 

personal goals, and their determination to make positive 

changes in the lives of themselves and their children. As a 

Navigator said, “To me, an engaged family wants more.” 

Many families often find that as the circumstances in their 

lives improve, so does their attitude. Moreover their 

confidence and receptivity to the actions required of them by 

the program increases. Highly engaged families will often 

remain committed to the program, and are happy to be there.  

Taking Initiative 

Reports from field staff (NAZ) indicate that an engaged family takes initiative, pursuing action on items 

discussed during contact with social service staff. As one Navigator stated, “They know you are there to 

support them, but not to do it for them.” NAZ staff felt that this drive shows self-sufficiency, a key 

quality expected in successful families.  

Even more, families demonstrate higher levels of engagement when their pursuit of personal goals 

revolves around those mutually agreed upon with their service provider. Another behavior apparent in 

engaged families is consistent follow-through. 

Being Invested in the Program and Personal Goals 

When families are invested in their own success, they believe that the services they are receiving will 

assist them in achieving a better life. NAZ staff noted that engaged families want to change; they are not 

satisfied with just making it through the day or the week. This visionary mentality serves as a motivating 

factor in families engaging in a program. Interestingly, just because resources are available does not 

mean that they will be accessed. NAZ staff observed that a huge step in a family demonstrating 

engagement was their recognition of needs and the value in utilizing the variety of resources that could 

meet this gap. As they saw, when a family engages they seek out the services aligning with their goals 

and participate in events organized by the social program. 

An Alternate Perspective: A Challenge to the Value of Researching Engagement  
One interviewee, whose background is in social work and program evaluation, challenged the 

assumption that family engagement is an important component of program success. Three key points 

comprised this interviewee’s argument. First, parent engagement is currently trendy in social services, 

“To me, an engaged 
family wants more.” 

- NAZ Navigator 
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but its popularity does not equate it to being a necessary component of successful social programs. 

Therefore family engagement should only be measured if there is a strong belief that it is key to 

program success. Second, family engagement is not a program outcome, and because measuring the 

efficacy of programs should be based on program outcomes only, family engagement should not be 

measured. Lastly, numerous programs have decided not to spend resources on engaging families after 

weighing the costs and benefits of doing so. This interviewee surfaces some valid ideas; they challenge 

the underlying assumption of the wrap-around family strategy that NAZ and many other social service 

programs employ.  

An additional interviewee corroborated portions of this argument, saying that programs often invest a 

large amount of time and energy on activities like family nights and parent volunteer programs, but that 

these efforts may often be wasted. She challenged traditional ideas of program engagement saying, 

“Not all parents like family nights. My husband hates family nights. I think it’s very classist and racist, the 

whole conversation is…often the conversation is those parents are not engaged and we need to figure 

out how to engage them.” This particular interviewee suggested that perhaps, for some parents, 

knowing that your child is participating in a high-quality program is enough engagement on its own. 

However, the argument ignores the body of research that links high engagement levels to improved 

program outcomes, which provides the foundation for NAZ’s program model and the impetus for 

investigating the mechanisms of engagement in this report.  

Challenges to Engaging Families 
Field staffers were asked to elaborate on challenges they have experienced in engaging families. Both 

NAZ staff and social service workers in outside organizations identified characteristics of families who 

were difficult to engage. These characteristics fell in to themes that were distinctly related to the 

definitional indicators of engagement. Most notably, challenges were related to communication, trust, 

perceived need for services, and goal setting.  

Families who are Uncommunicative 

As families demonstrate their engagement through high communication, the reverse is true for 

unengaged households. NAZ Connectors and Navigators remarked on unanswered phone calls or missed 

home visits as key signs of an unengaged family. Similarly, when staffers are able to connect with these 

families, they are often evasive and dishonest about their lives. 

However, in some cases, unengaged families were described as having a stable job, but did not meet 

NAZ expectations for communicating. This may be due to a lower level of “need” in the family. They may 

only need help accessing one or two of the NAZ services rather than the entire NAZ network.  

Families who are Mistrustful 

Families who do not fully engage with NAZ often had a history of negative experiences with bureaucratic 

social service agencies. In this situation, they showed a deep-seated mistrust of and lack of respect for 

NAZ staff. One Connector observed that families initially worried that once they engaged with the 

program the Connector would “…show up, [and] take my money,” referring to the welfare payments 

they were receiving. Many families spend years trying to navigate the social service system in order to 
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survive and do not feel they are ever given a break. This leads many people to be at the very bottom by 

the time they reach NAZ. At this point, these families have lost hope and are unable to see how their 

situation will change.  

Families who are Reluctant 

Some families living in the Zone don’t think they need assistance. In some cases, NAZ staff noticed that 

families received services that were meant to help them stabilize, but had not developed trust with their 

social service provider and thus only partially followed advice. The services they received were then 

inferior to what they could have had if they had been more motivated to succeed. When NAZ staff 

offered to help these families improve their relationships with these providers and gain better 

assistance, the families were not interested. 

Further, some field staff suggested that families may “hit bottom” before they feel compelled to fully 

engage in a social service program. It may take a drastic event, such as a natural disaster or impending 

homelessness to spark a family to seek help and engage with a program.  

In other cases, some families whose caregivers had an education and/or a job felt that they did not need 

to engage in NAZ as they were “doing just fine.” Navigators pointed out that in the NAZ theory of change 

incorporating families who were doing well had twofold implications. Not only did the engagement of 

these “fine families” into the web of support serve as positive examples for others, but it also allowed 

for NAZ to encourage consistent engagement of these families with their children and their academic 

success. 

Families with Shortsighted Goals 

Unengaged families were characterized as those who came to 

NAZ with their own agenda, focused on the attainment of 

short-term resources. While family-driven goal setting is a 

cornerstone of the NAZ model and that of some other social 

service agencies, a family that is unwilling to plan past their 

basic needs can negatively impact their progress long term. A 

Navigator elaborated that an unengaged caregiver was 

someone who was not looking to change their situation but 

instead only find the means for survival. This could be 

exemplified in families being uninterested in the academic 

success of their child. Critical to note however, is the wide recognition by providers that for families who 

were in crisis mode, their basic needs would need to be resolved immediately. This would then enable 

them to think beyond attainment of food and shelter. One expert who works in financial education 

described how living in poverty demands full attention to fulfilling short-term basic needs, and thus 

having “a long-term world view is a privilege.”  

Hand in hand with this short-term outlook was frequently a sense of entitlement; some families arrived 

into the program expecting all of their demands to be met. While NAZ staff spoke about the importance 

of providing wrap-around support to families in order to meet their needs, the families were expected 

“A long-term world 
view is a privilege.”  

- Expert Interviewee 
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to engage and take action themselves with the support of the program. Thus, caregivers who were 

unwilling to work with staff to achieve their goals were considered disengaged from the program. 

Barriers Faced By Families 
Families who are not fully engaged face almost identical challenges as those who are engaged in the 

NAZ social service programs. However, these barriers usually exist at a different level for families who 

are not engaging. Regardless of engagement, families accessing social service programs have low to no 

income, have difficulties maintaining stable housing, and often are dealing with mental or behavioral 

health issues at the caregiver and/or child level. Alongside these challenges, many times these families 

have little education and therefore are unused to dealing with their child’s academic progress. They may 

also lack the coping skills that the more engaged families are able to bring to bear on their challenges. 

Some NAZ Connectors speculated that if there were differences between engaged and non-engaged 

family characteristics they were likely related to whether or not there were resolved or unresolved 

trauma or health issues, the latter being evident in non-engaged families. 

When speaking to field staff about modifying their organizational strategies to combat the barriers 

families face, they were able to develop a list of some of the barriers that can hold a family back. Many 

times a family is interested in progress and has the motivation to do the right thing, but time constraints 

of a hectic work schedule, finding appropriate childcare, and issues of transportation may get in the way 

of that. Individually, these barriers may appear small and manageable, but for some individuals, these 

barriers often seem insurmountable. For example, field staff brought up many examples of individuals 

who need to work just to make ends meet and keep a roof over their head; however, they may not have 

a car, access to public transportation, or child care. The significance of these barriers continues to grow 

with high-stakes consequences like homelessness and job loss.  

One expert mentioned that sometimes families can also self-sabotage their progress. The changes 

required by families can be out of the norm for them, and they may retreat back to their old habits out 

of fear or discomfort or pressure from outside influences (spouses, family, friends, co-workers, 

neighbors, etc.).  

Another barrier that an expert brought up was the simple difficulty in defining what a family is. Today, 

families can be fluid. The can be comprised of mothers and fathers raising children together, 

grandparents raising grandchildren or single mothers or fathers raising their children alone. Family 

dynamics play a significant role in the success or failure of engagement in a program. One family 

member may be an advocate of the program while others dismiss it.  

Some final barriers mentioned were language barriers, cultural barriers, distrust of organizations—fear 

that they may cheat the family or impose rules and restrictions similar to the government, and finally, 

denial that the family is actually in need of services.  

Asset-Based Approaches to Engagement 

It should be noted that multiple interviewees discussed an asset-based approach to understanding 

engagement. That is, when trying to understand how families engage, it is important not to fixate on a 

deficit-based approach that centers on barriers. Instead, family engagement can and should be related 
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to the assets or strengths of a given family. For example, family strengths like open communication, or 

dependability can be built on to foster engagement with a program. Further, one family engagement 

expert described an asset-based approach of asking families to develop their own goals, and build on 

self-identified strengths to reach them.  

Strategies to Engage Families 

“High Touch” 

 When Sondra Samuels, the President and CEO of the Northside Achievement Zone, was asked how NAZ 

engages parents she said:  

“We believe the distinctive impact of NAZ is the ‘high touch’ support and neighbor-to-neighbor 

leadership of the Engagement Team in the lives of NAZ families. The NAZ Engagement Team 

builds relationships, uncovers challenges, and coordinates promising and proven strategies to 

support success. In order to create a ‘change from within’ peer-support framework, the 

Engagement Team is intentionally comprised of individuals from the community.  

The NAZ strategy of employing neighbor-leaders to engage families at regular intervals has 

proven successful with initial culture-shift results in families. Increased involvement in critical 

early childhood programs, enrollment in parent engagement curriculum offerings, and 

achievement-focused goal setting by families are early examples of success with families in 

NAZ.” 

The types of strategies used to engage families found in our research fell into two categories: 

demonstrating the benefits of program access and relationship building. Of these two groupings, NAZ 

staff, as well as many interviewees, felt they went hand in hand. Without a relationship, families would 

not be willing to trust the organization or their help. Likewise, if the benefits of program participation 

were unapparent, families would be unlikely to feel NAZ was a credible source of assistance.  

Engagement through Clear Benefits of Program Access 

Tangible Resources  

Most of the benefits apparent to families in NAZ were those related to each of the sectors in which 

Navigators work. When families are made aware of their Connector’s role in helping them gain access to 

subsidized housing, a behavioral health specialist, or early childhood education scholarship, these 

tangible resources serve as easy indicators of NAZ’s value. When a family is in need of any one of these 

supports, a staff member can detail how NAZ helps provide these things as part of the program in order 

to encourage additional family engagement. Other social service providers discussed this same 

transparency as a strategy as well. 

Short-Term Incentives 

Short-term incentives can serve as a stepping-stone to get a meeting with a program participant. By 

starting a conversation with an offering of something like diapers, or a pizza, families will usually allow a 

meeting or discussion to start a preliminary relationship. Field staff called this technique, “the hook.” Or, 



 

24 
 

incentives encourage family members to feel rewarded for taking action towards their goals. One 

Connector relayed the story about taking a family out to lunch after the caregiver applied for two jobs. 

The thought was that “If they got it or not they’re going to call us and tell us because especially if we 

took them out to lunch for doing so, they’ll call us and say “Well, I didn’t get the job,” or “Yeah, I got the 

job! I’m so excited!” Other low-resource incentives are in the form of transportation. Field staffers often 

provide their clients with transportation to and from meetings, appointments and events. This type of 

incentive can help with barriers of travel and is something that the provider can use to demonstrate his 

or her support.  

Physical Presence 

Sometimes physical presence is a valued resource, although it best employed in tandem with the 

building of a relationship. Field staffers recognize that families in their program are learning what it 

means to be engaged. As such, personal reminders to attend meetings, going with the caregiver to 

appointments, and working alongside family members to achieve their goals all contribute to families 

learning to engage on their own.  

Call to the Mission 

In some cases, a family may not see a need for NAZ help in garnering these tangible resources. Yet, their 

participation in the program may help support others, or indirectly help themselves. In this situation, a 

call to the mission of the organization may be appropriate. Navigators felt that many families would 

engage at a higher level if they felt they were participating in the organization for a greater cause, one 

that relied on them to help others and not necessarily to receive social services. 

Creating a Welcoming Organization  

When speaking to experts and field staff about how they increase engagement among the families they 

serve, many indicated utilizing strategies that take into account the culture of the family. To make 

families feel more comfortable, it is important to have diversity within the organization, and make sure 

that staffers have an understanding of the diverse cultures of the populations they work in. Specific 

strategies field staffers use include having bi-lingual staff members, planning events around cultural 

holidays, and increasing the use of visual aids for English learning families.  

One NAZ Connector felt that one of the means by which NAZ was successful at engaging families was by 

creating a work environment in which families felt welcome. One of the techniques used to cultivate this 

was in the close relationships between co-workers. As two Connectors said “we’re all acting like 

brothers and sisters all the time.” Furthering this sense of community are the deliberate statements 

used during family tours of NAZ headquarters. Families are told that “This is your office; we just work 

here. This [is] for you.” 

Engagement through Relationship-Building 
For NAZ staff, social service providers, and experts, building engagement is about creating relationships. 

As many families have not had much experience being in productive relationships, reflective practice is 

the foundation for most engagement strategies. Recently, NAZ staff has been trained in motivational 

interviewing; a skill they report has been helpful in building relationships.  



 

25 
 

Building Trust 

Building trust is one of the first components of facilitating greater program engagement. As discussed in 

traits of unengaged families, many people have had a negative history with social service workers who 

did not reflect the values and actions they expected of their program participants. NAZ staff builds trust 

in ways outlined below. 

Over-Communication  

The medium for contacting families varies based on their particular preference, but NAZ staff is in 

regular contact with them. Calls, letters, texts, or home visits can occur daily, weekly, or monthly. The 

content of these contacts contain either reminders of meetings, or just check-ins to “say hi.” Leaving a 

note at someone’s house to remind them that the program staff was thinking about them made a 

positive impression on one caregiver’s life as people facing multiple challenges a day can feel isolated. At 

the same time, NAZ staff will respect a family’s desire to have less intense communication. Allowing 

families to determine their interaction with the program encourages desired self-sufficiency, but staff 

also ask these families to set reasonable expectations for staying engaged. 

The value of communication in engaging a family was shared not only by NAZ staff, but also by experts 

and other field staffers. Our interviewees expressed that in order for a staff to use positive 

communication strategies to engage, it is important that they possess the proper skills to share complex 

information with their client in a meaningful way. Their ability to inform clients of relevant information 

increases the engagement and trust level families will have with the provider. Similar to what was said 

by the NAZ staffers, information collected from interviewees supports the idea of respecting a family’s 

communication style. Younger families may wish to received information and reminders through text, 

while older individuals prefer the traditional method of letters and phone calls. Details such as these 

may appear small, but they go a long way in making the families feel comfortable and building a 

relationship. 

Consistency  

Key in building a healthy relationship and modeling productive behaviors is for staff to be consistent. 

Being explicit about what process needs to be taken in order to get from point A to point B helps 

families learn how to do things for themselves, and sets up their own reasonable expectations from 

which they can measure program staff. An easy means of maintaining consistency is follow-through; 

program staff should tell their families when they will call, and then make sure they make contact when 

they said they would.  

Persistence 

NAZ Navigators felt that persistence went hand in hand with building trust and getting a family engaged. 

On several occasions they spoke of the need to keep showing up, whether at a family’s home or 

otherwise, as families learned that the program staff was not going to give up. Experts and other field 

staff shared this same sentiment. One interviewee mentioned that at her organization, families are 

allowed to drop out and come back; if the family returns, the program will welcome them back and 

revamp the strategies for those families. This also lets the family know that the organization will 

continue to work with them and remains committed to helping them.  
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Self-Disclosure 

NAZ staff share their own life experiences with the families that they serve. This demonstrates empathy 

and compassion and allows program families to feel more comfortable opening up to their Connector. 

As families become more willing to talk about their lives and needs, Connectors are then able to serve 

them more effectively as well as incite greater family engagement in program activities.  

Fostering Self-Sufficiency  

Although families who attain social services typically face many barriers and thus need a high level of 

support from their providers, at a certain point, these same families need to be given the confidence 

and drive to engage and act on their own. NAZ Connectors feel that initially they build relationships with 

their families by doing a lot of hand holding and walking them through different goals. However, once 

families become comfortable, the Connectors said that it is necessary to change language; instead of 

telling families “We need to do this, so I’ll call…” they ask “Well, are you able to do this?” One Connector 

elaborated, saying it is about “handing it to them!” Other times it’s about being explicit with the families 

and presenting them with the situation. In being overt about what the social service provider is doing for 

the family— 

“‘This time, I’m going to buy you diapers and formula, and I’m doing it because’…and then we 

say ‘and then next time I’m not going to do any of this…so between now and the next time, we 

need to figure out who are your other resources in your system of care,’” 

—providers can build their relationship in a way that demonstrates to the family their need to move on 

their own.  

Goal Setting and Goal Scaffolding  

Listed as one of the top indicators for measuring a family’s engagement level by both types of NAZ staff, 

having families set personal goals and achieve them helps families engage with the program services 

and promote self-sufficiency. Critical in gaining meaningful engagement is both the depth of the goals as 

well as the progress made towards them. Goals which are only short term or focused on survival 

mechanisms are red flags that a family is not going to engage beyond receiving the service itself. 

However, if they are tied with longer-term realistic aspirations the combination can create a successful 

avenue by which families can and will engage in the program. Achieving short-term goals—known as 

goal scaffolding—can be helpful in order to boost family confidence. As it gets more difficult to achieve 

other, longer-term goals, these “easy goals” can serve as reminders to family members of their 

successes.  

Praise  

In combination with goal setting, NAZ staff said that they use praise to let families know that they can be 

successful. Receiving any type of social service help, even if a family is doing well apart from this one 

thing, can make family members feel like they have failed. Thus, as families take action on small, easy to 

achieve goals, social service staff can have proof that the family is capable of taking action. Even more, 

they can serve as the building blocks for larger family aspirations. NAZ Navigators said that noticing even 

the small things, like a parent hugging his or her child, and making sure to call it out helps to build 
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confidence. This dually encourages family members to feel more positive about the program of which 

they are a part. As one more barrier has broken down, a family’s interest in engaging with the program 

grows. 

Promoting Decision-Making 

Families engaged more with NAZ when they were prompted 

to make decisions for themselves. By listening to families 

identify what they were looking for in the program and 

helping to meet those needs first, NAZ Navigators commented 

that this helped ensure that they did not lose families. As a 

Navigator pointed out, “It’s knowing the families that we 

already have, and asking what services they feel like they 

need.” The Navigators noted that sometimes staff was so 

eager to be helpful that they connected families to resources 

that they were not yet prepared to receive. Similarly, families 

responded well to the staff strategy of letting them make their 

own mistakes, and forgiving them despite a poor decision. 

While this strategy created higher engagement mostly 

because families came back to program staff to ask for help after messing up, it also engendered a sense 

of trust. One Navigator succinctly put it, “Usually people will make the same mistakes again and again, 

and they’ve used up the other resources in the community…and then they are all out of options. [That is 

when] they turn to us.” 

Unconditional Support 

Unconditional support is a feeling that some families have never experienced before. Without this type 

of stability, negative behaviors in both adults and children can result. NAZ staff reported that at times, 

the strategy used to build a positive relationship was to play the parent role to the caregivers 

themselves. One example of this was in a story about a program participant:  

“You need to go in and be a Daddy. She’s a grown woman with grown children, but she needs 

[someone] to come in and tell her, it’s not ok…it’s actually your job to do your mom job a little 

different. So let’s talk about how you’re going to do that.”  

This meant that the Connector would build a loving relationship in which they partnered with families 

and the adults. In action, this relationship would then allow for the trusted NAZ Connector to set up the 

positive expectations the adults in the family may not have been accountable to before. This technique 

is called “mirroring;” the Connector models positive behaviors and thus creates simulations that the NAZ 

family can replicate in the future.  In setting a standard under a trusting relationship, families rise to the 

challenge and start to engage with a program that has demonstrated that it has values it expects the 

families to embody.  

“It’s knowing the 
families that we 

already have, and 
asking what services 

they feel like they 
need.” 

-NAZ Navigator 
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Conclusion 
The NAZ mission is to “work with children and families in a geographic ‘Zone’ of North Minneapolis to 

build a culture of achievement—so that all youth graduate from high school ready for college.”liv The 

broader goal of this mission is to end generational poverty in North Minneapolis. Engagement is a 

key pillar that supports this goal, and much existing research justifies this focus on engagement as 

a key component. With such important and ambitious goals, and such a strong emphasis on 

engagement, our research sought to further understand this concept and examine strategies for 

and ways to assess engagement with a program. It is our hope that clarifying and fleshing out this 

understanding of engagement will assist social service programs with an interest in focusing on 

and improving engagement with families. Further, we hope that our identification of engagement 

strategies, as well as our engagement assessment tool will be of use to both NAZ and other social 

service organizations as they seek to improve the way they engage families. Additionally, we see 

many opportunities for further research in this area and hope that our work will be a stepping-

stone to better understanding and measuring both engagement with a program and engagement 

with a family.   

A Working Definition of Engagement  
Our research yielded a wealth of information that can be used to better understand the concept of 

engagement, beyond the conflicting and often shallow definitions that can be found in existing 

literature. Woody Allen said, “Eighty percent of success is showing up.” Showing up to receive material 

and informational resources, or in other words, a family’s attendance to program activities, is an 

important component of a successful family engagement, which was also reflected in our research 

findings. However, defining engagement as attendance and use of resources is overly reductionist and 

fails to capture engagement’s full essence. Conversations with NAZ program staff, social workers and 

other professionals working in social services revealed that family engagement in social programs is a 

two-way process in which a family and program staff work together to improve the family’s quality of 

life.  

The following are key aspects of a successful engagement process that emerged from these 

conversations:  

 Purposeful use of resources  

 Regular, quality communication  

 Personal decision making 

 Growth of relationships  

 Setting and meeting goals  

 Building trust  

 Use of incentives  

 Consistency in contact and service 
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Overall, we believe that a single definition of engagement would not necessarily fit in all social service 

sectors and programs. However, the key aspects listed above are crucial in understanding engagement 

in a wide variety of scenarios, especially in broad-based social service networks like NAZ. 

Next Steps for New Research 
This capstone project is intended to be the first of many Humphrey Capstones that work with the 

Northside Achievement Zone. We believe that the issue of family engagement is extremely central to 

the success of NAZ and that there are many aspects that we were not able to touch on in this paper. 

Some suggestions for future research include: 

 The effect of family engagement in social programs on parents’ engagement with their children 

 The effect of family engagement in the home on children’s education and behavioral outcomes 

 Strategies for enrolling and engaging high-risk families who are otherwise not receiving social 

services or support 

 Tools for measuring levels of engagement and subsequent specific strategies for increasing levels of 

engagement  

Development of a Preliminary Tool 
Two preliminary instruments to collect information on engagement were developed to make the results 

from this report directly applicable to the social service profession. Appendix B contains two surveys: 

one to be self-administered by families and one to be completed by program staff. This pairing has a 

twofold purpose; the first is that it is unclear which tool will yield more informative data, and the second 

is that assessment using both perspectives is reflective of programs interested in partnership with 

participants.  

These tools may fulfill different goals. One use could be in staff development to better understand the 

strengths and weaknesses of particular engagement strategies being used with program families. 

Another possible goal is to measure family engagement levels as compared with program outcomes. If 

literature on engagement connects it to improved program and family outcomes, is this substantiated in 

practice? Lastly, the family self-assessment tool could serve as a conversation piece between providers 

and families as they compare their perspectives on the extent of their engagement and relationship.  

Important to note is that these tools are meant to be discussed and revised. To optimize effectiveness 

and quality of data, we recommend these surveys be reviewed by both program staff and program 

participants. Feedback should then be incorporated into these instruments and piloted. We envision a 

point when some of the indicators are recorded in the NAZ Connect system to help staff better adapt 

engagement strategies to family needs. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Research Protocols 

Expert Interview Protocol 
Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed and for making the time to sit down with me today.  

We know that many social service organizations highlight engagement as a key component to the 
success of families in social programs. After completing our interviews we hope to have a better 
understanding of how to describe and document the engagement levels of families in programs. We are 
hoping you can provide your personal insight into this topic during our conversation today.  

We wanted to speak with you in particular because of your experience in____________(insert area of 
expertise). The information you provide will be confidential. We will not use your name or other 
identifying characteristics in any of our reports or presentations. Your responses to questions will not be 
shared directly with your organization; they will be combined with information from other interviewees. 
We hope that your anonymity will allow you to answer questions honestly so that we can make the most 
out of the information you share with us. 

This interview should take about 45 minutes. Is it okay with you if I record this interview so that I can 
update my notes later? (Add if needed: I am afraid I will miss some important details if I rely on my notes 
only.)  

Do you have any questions before we begin? 

1) Could you tell me what “engaging a family in a program” means to you?  

a. How might this be different in other social service sectors? 

b. (Notice if talking about initial engagement or engagement during program duration, ask 

about whatever wasn’t covered.) 

2) Consider what it means for a family to be highly engaged in a program. What specific attitudes 

and behaviors would suggest they are highly engaged? 

3) How would you measure family engagement? 

4) Is there a specific social service sector or organization that you would say does an excellent job 

engaging families? 

a. What does family engagement look like in this program?  

b. What strategies do they use to engage families? 

5) What existing tools do you know of for measuring or assessing engagement? (Specific questions 

or metrics)  

a. Do you think this would be an appropriate tool to use by program staff? 

6)  Do you have any further thoughts on or recommendations for helping us more fully understand 

family engagement in a program? 
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Field Staff Interview Protocol 
Hello, thank you for agreeing to be interviewed and for making the time to sit down with me today.  

We know that many social service organizations highlight engagement as a key component to the success of 
families in social programs. After completing our interviews we hope to have a better understanding of how to 
describe and document the engagement levels of families in programs. We are hoping you can provide your 
personal insight into this topic during our conversation today.  

We wanted to speak with you in particular because of your experience working to bridge families and service 
providers. The information you provide will be confidential. We will not use your name or other identifying 
characteristics in any of our reports or presentations. Your responses to questions will not be shared directly with 
your organization; they will be combined with information from other service providers. We hope that your 
anonymity will allow you to answer questions honestly so that we can make the most out of the information you 
share with us.  

This interview should take about 45 minutes. Is it okay with you if I record this interview so that I can update my 
notes later? (Add if needed: I am afraid I will miss some important details if I rely on my notes only.)  

Do you have any questions before we get started? 

1) To start, what does it mean to you when I say “engaging a family in the program”?  
2) Tell me about your greatest success story with engaging a family in your program. 
PROMPTS:  

a) *If interviewee talks just about enrollment or attendance, follow up with “What about involving 
families in your program? Tell me about a situation when a family wouldn’t get more involved.” 

b) What barriers did this family face? 
c) What characteristics did the family have that contributed to their eventual success? 
d) What strategies did you use that you felt made the family successful? 

3) Based on the realities of who you see [in your program], what kind of engagement would you like your 
families to have? 

4) Do the strategies that you use when you work with families change based on the barriers each faces? 
How so? 

PROMPTS: 
a. Culture/religion 
b. Age of caregiver 
c. Income 
d. Family structure 
e. Length of time in the program 

5)  If you were to measure a family’s engagement in your program how would you do it?  

PROMPTS: 

Specific tools? Questions? Metrics 
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Focus Group Protocol 
Hello and welcome. Thank you for coming to our focus group today! We are excited to have you. As you may 
know, my name is [insert name]. We are part of a group from the Humphrey School that is working with NAZ to 
help understand and identify successful strategies for engaging families in your program, as well as for other 
social service programs. Your responses will be confidential; any information we give to NAZ will not have your 
name attached to it. I have a note taker(s) with me today, and we will also be recording to make sure we 
accurately capture all of the valuable stories you have to share.  

Now, let’s get started! 

1) I would be grateful if you could each tell us your name, (if Navigator, what your role is) and your favorite 

thing about your work.  

Thank you. 

2) So, now I’d like you to think about what it means for a family to be engaged in NAZ. Take a minute to jot 

down on the index card you were given what you think of (what it means for a family to be engaged in NAZ). 

Then, turn to the person next to you, and come up with a quick (~1 minute) description of an ideally 

engaged family. What do they look like? (What behaviors, attitudes do they carry?).  

Discuss. 

That was really helpful. 

3) Alright. For our next activity we realize that no NAZ family is the same, but for the sake of our learning, let’s 

say we have three categories of families. We have people who are really engaged and are easy to help. And 

we have people who are not at all engaged, are difficult to reach, and require a great deal of resources. In 

the middle, we have people who could go either way.  

 

What we’re going to do is have you get into 2 (or 3) groups. You each get 2 posters; one saying “easy to 

engage,” and one saying “difficult but eventually engaged.” For each poster I’d like you to put together some 

bullet points for each of the categories.  

So for “easy to engage” I’d like you to think about a specific family that you know that was easy to engage 

and keep engage. What characteristics did the family have that contributed to them staying engaged? What 

barriers does this family face? What strategies did you use that you felt make the family successful?  

Similarly, I’d like you to put down some points for your other sheet of paper. This time, you’ll think about a 

specific family that was hard to engage and keep engaged, perhaps someone you feel proud to have gotten 

and kept in the program. Again, note things you think of for each of the categories.  

(~20 min small group, each moderator/note taker sits with a group). 

Now, tell us about what you put down. (Each group shares) ~20 min 

Discuss: What strategies do you think are most successful? (Circle or star these on the sheets) Tell me more 

about this, and what makes it work. 
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I’m impressed by all of the things that you have to do to facilitate families engaging in NAZ. It is incredible 

how involved you are in your work. 

4) It sounds like you’ve done a great job at finding ways to engage families in NAZ, but we know that 

sometimes, despite all you do, a family won’t engage. Tell us about the family that got away (not one that 

moved out of the Zone). What do you think kept them from engaging? Do you think there is any way to 

eventually engage a family like this? What do you think could be done?  

 

5) Ok, so NAZ is doing a lot to track real-time data as a way to confirm that what you are doing works. We’d 

like to hear from your perspective three ways you think you could measure whether families are engaged in 

a program. Write them down on the other side of your index card.  

Go around the room, list all non-repeated measures.  

Ask everyone to rank top three (use dots). 

6) We’re now coming to a close. Now I want you to take a minute and imagine a situation where NAZ would be 

engaging families at the ideal level. What have we missed in asking you about strategies to engage families 

in your program?  

 

Supplies: 

 4-6 flip chart sheets, pre-written on with #3 questions in grid 

o One flip sheet with the questions for #3 written down. 

 1 index card per person 

 Sheet of dots (3*6-8 people) 

 6 markers 

 6-8 pens/pencils 

 Recording device 

 2 Note pads (Moderator + note taker) 

 Food 
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Appendix B: Preliminary Engagement Surveys 
 

 

Northside Achievement Zone Connector Survey 
 

Thank you so much for participating in this survey. Your feedback will help NAZ understand the ways in which 

families are engaged in programs. We are hoping to use this information to determine the best ways to work 

with different families in the future.  

We understand that the work you do takes a considerable amount of time, but we ask that you observe and 

assess this family before sitting down to complete this survey. The survey will take 15 minutes.   

It is important that the information you share is honest and accurate. As you respond to the questions, think 

about the family member with whom you interact the most in this family.  

 

Thank you! 
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1. The goals this family* member has set are the things THEY want to work on most in their life.  
       Check one. 

☐ They make all of the decisions about what their goals are. 

☐ They make most of the decisions about what their goals are. 

☐ They make some of the decisions about what their goals are. 

☐ They do not make very many decisions about what their goals are. 

☐ They do not make any decisions about what their goals are. 

 

2. How often does this family member ask questions in order to better understand the opportunities and 
resources available to them? Check one. 

☐ They always ask questions to better understand the opportunities and resources available to them. 

☐ They frequently ask questions to better understand the opportunities and resources available to them. 

☐ They sometimes ask questions to better understand the opportunities and resources available to them. 

☐ They rarely ask questions to better understand the opportunities and resources available to them. 

☐ They never ask questions to better understand the opportunities and resources available to them. 

 

3. How much does this family member believe they can make positive changes in their life? Check one. 

☐ They always believe they can make positive changes in their life. 

☐ They frequently believe they can make positive changes in their life. 

☐ They sometimes believe they can make positive changes in their life. 

☐ They rarely believe they can make positive changes in their life. 

☐ They do not believe they can make positive changes in their life. 

 

4. How much does this family member believe that working with NAZ benefits them by helping them support 
their family? Check one. 

☐ They completely understand how working with NAZ can benefit them by helping them support their family. 

☐ They mostly understand how working with NAZ can benefit them by helping them support their family. 

☐ They sort of understand how working with NAZ can benefit them by helping them support their family. 

☐ They do not really understand how working with NAZ can benefit them by helping them support their family. 

☐ They do not at all understand how working with NAZ can benefit them by helping them support their family. 

 

5. How would you describe the relationship this family member has with NAZ? Check one. 

☐ NAZ is like a service provider; we give them the resources they need. 

☐ NAZ is like a teacher; we give them the information they need. 

☐ NAZ is like a partner; we work together to meet their goals. 

☐ NAZ is like a parent; we care for them and tell them what to do. 

☐ Other, please explain in box below 

 

 

 

*Please answer questions in regard to the person in the family with whom you interact the most. 
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6. How much does this family member trust you? Check one. 

☐ They trust me a lot 

☐ They trust me some 

☐ They do not trust me very much  

☐ They do not trust me at all 

Explain your response in the box below.  

7. What are your thoughts on this family member’s ability to set realistic/attainable goals for their future?  
    Check one. 

☐ They are very able to set realistic goals based on an assessment of their skills and abilities. 

☐ They are able to set realistic goals based on an assessment of their skills and abilities. 

☐ They are somewhat able to set realistic goals based on an assessment of their skills and abilities. 

☐ They are unable to set realistic goals based on an assessment of their skills and abilities. 

☐ They are completely unable to set realistic goals based on an assessment of their skills and abilities. 

 

8. How would you describe the steps this family member is taking to complete the goals they have set?  
    Check one. 

☐ They are taking all of the necessary steps to complete the goals they’ve set. 

☐ They are taking most of the steps to reach the goals they’ve set. 

☐ They are taking some of the steps to reach the goals they’ve set. 

☐ They are taking very few of the steps to reach the goals they’ve set. 

☐ They are not taking any steps to reach the goals they’ve set. 

 

9. How much do you support this family to take steps towards their goals? Check one. 

☐ They take steps towards their goals by themselves without any support from me. 

☐ They take steps towards their goals by themselves with some support from me. 

☐ They steps towards their goals, but with a lot of support from me. 

☐ They do not take any steps towards their goals. I do everything for them. 

 

10. How would you best describe this family member’s level of engagement with NAZ on an average week?   
       Check one. 

☐ Very engaged 

☐ Mostly engaged 

☐ Somewhat engaged 

☐ Not very engaged 

☐ Not engaged at all 

 

Explain your response in the box below. 
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Northside Achievement Zone Family Survey 

  

Thank you so much for participating in this survey. Your feedback is important and will be greatly appreciated by 

NAZ staff.   

We are asking you and all the other families that work with NAZ to complete this survey. This is the good way for 

us to hear your thoughts and opinions about NAZ. Your responses will help us understand how to work with you 

in the most useful way possible.  

This survey will take about 15 minutes. We ask that you answer each question honestly and to the best of your 

ability.  

This questionnaire is completely voluntary. Your responses will be kept private and will not be shared with your 

Connector. If you have any questions about the survey, please contact NAZ. 

 

Thank you! 
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1. How many of the decisions do you make about your goals? Check one. 

☐ I make all of the decisions about what my goals are. 

☐ I make most of the decisions about what my goals are. 

☐ I make some of the decisions about what my goals are. 

☐ I do not make very many decisions about what my goals are. 

☐ I do not make any decisions about what my goals are. 

 

2. How often are you able to make NAZ your goals happen? Check one. 

☐ I am always able to make my NAZ goals happen. 

☐ I am frequently able to make my NAZ goals happen. 

☐ I am sometimes able to make my NAZ goals happen.  

☐ I am rarely able to make my NAZ goals happen.  

☐ I am never able to make my NAZ goals happen. 

 

3.  How often you ask questions to better understand the opportunities and resources available to you?   
      Check one. 

☐ I always ask questions to better understand the opportunities and resources available to me. 

☐ I frequently ask questions to better understand the opportunities and resources available to me. 

☐ I sometimes ask questions to better understand the opportunities and resources available to me. 

☐ I rarely ask questions to better understand the opportunities and resources available to me. 

☐ I never ask questions to better understand the opportunities and resources available to me. 

 

4. How often do you believe that you can make positive changes in your life? Check one. 

☐ I always believe that I can make positive changes in my life. 

☐ I frequently believe that I can make positive changes in my life. 

☐ I sometimes believe that I can make positive changes in my life 

☐ I rarely believe that I can make positive changes in my life. 

☐ I never believe that I can make positive changes in my life. 

 

5. How much do you believe that working with NAZ benefits you by helping you support your family?    
     Check one. 

☐ I completely believe that working with NAZ benefits me by helping me support my family. 

☐ I mostly believe that working with NAZ benefits me by helping me support my family. 

☐ I somewhat believe that working with NAZ benefits me by helping me support my family. 

☐ I do not really believe that working with NAZ benefits me by helping me support my family. 

☐ I do not at all believe that working with NAZ benefits me by helping me support my family. 
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6. Choose the statement that best describes your relationship with NAZ. Check one. 

☐ NAZ is like my service provider; they give me the resources I need. 

☐ NAZ is like my teacher; they give me the information I need. 

☐ NAZ is like my partner; we work together to meet my goals. 

☐ NAZ is like my parent; they care for me and tell me what to do. 

☐ Other, please explain in box below. 

 

 

7. How much do you trust your connector? Check one. 

☐ I trust my connector a lot. 

☐ I trust my connector some. 

☐ I do not trust my connector very much. 

☐ I do not trust my connector at all. 

 

Explain your response in the box below. 

 

8. Choose the statement that best describes how honest you are with your Connector. Check one. 

☐ I am always 100% honest with my connector about my life. 

☐ I am usually honest with my connector about my life. 

☐ I am sometimes honest with my connector about my life. 

☐ I am rarely honest with my connector about my life. 

☐ I am never honest with my connector about my life. 

 

9. Choose the statement that best describes how much you think your Connector cares about you.    
    Check one. 

☐ I can tell my Connector cares a lot about me. 

☐ I can tell my Connector cares about me some. 

☐ I can tell my Connector does not care about me very much. 

☐ I can tell my Connector does not care about me at all.  

☐ I cannot tell how much my connector cares about me.  

 

Explain your response in the box below. 
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10. NAZ occasionally provides families with food, household items and other necessities.  
       Choose the statement below that you agree with the most. Check one. 

☐ It is important to me that NAZ provided me with food, household items and other necessities.  
I would not have participated in NAZ if they had not provided me with those things. 

☐ It is important to me that NAZ provided me with food, household items and other necessities,  
but I still would have participated in NAZ even if they had not provided me with those things. 

☐ It is not important to me that NAZ provided me with food, household items and other necessities 
but it influenced my decision to join the program. 

☐ It is not important to me that NAZ provided me with food, household items and other necessities.    
I still would have chosen to participate in NAZ without those things.  

 

11. How engaged are you in NAZ? Check one. 

☐ Very engaged 

☐ Mostly engaged 

☐ Somewhat engaged 

☐ Not very engaged 

☐ Not engaged at all 

 

Explain your response in the box below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you! 
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