ICEBREAKERS:  THINGS TO CONSIDER BEFORE OR DURING IMPLEMENTATION

Before you implement Icebreakers there are many things you will need to consider.  Use this section as a quick review to determine what needs to be done. It can be a helpful, “TO DO” list.   Or if your agency has attempted implementation and has not experienced the success you anticipated, use this list to identified steps that were missed.

Lessons Learned From Other Program Implementation Experiences:

· Consider the steps taken to fully implement risk assessment tool, new home study format, visitation program, policy, or a change in legislation like AFSA or other practice changes.
· What worked?  What didn’t?

· What steps did you take in the planning process?  Who did you include?  Who didn’t you include, but should have?

· How did you “roll out” the implementation plan?

· Build on successes and learn from barriers.
Developing Workgroups for Planning and Implementation:
· Workgroups should be well-staffed and include a variety of staff form all departments and all levels.
· Workgroups should include resource parents, community, youth, birth parents and private providers.
Protocol and Written Materials:

· Finalize policy/protocol 

· Ensure roles and responsibilities of participants are clearly.
· Which social workers responsibility is it to ensure an Icebreaker occurs? 

· Identify steps in the Icebreaker process.
· Determine how your agency will achieve the 3-5 day post-placement time frame.
· Using data, estimate how many Icebreakers your agency will need to plan for each month.
· Determine who, when and how participants will be notified about the Icebreaker.
· Determine locations—identify community locations to hold Icebreakers.
· Identify how Icebreakers will be documented and evaluated.
· Identify extreme situations when face-to-face meetings are not possible and plan alternative activities such as telephone calls or letters.
· Create handouts for resource parents and birth parents that outline expectations and addresses concerns and fears.  

· Create an evaluation plan and materials for parents, resource parents and staff.
· Create an agenda and documentation form to record information shared to support the social worker.
· Determine who will record information and where it will be filed after the meeting.
· Determine data collection method, including:
· Who will analyze the data?
· How data will be reviewed and shared?
Implementation Timeline:

· Plan steps/phases for implementation including dates, responsible parties and specific tasks to be accomplished.
· Establish a timeline to full implementation.
Supervisor, Staff, Youth, Birth Parent, Resource Parent and Foster Family Agency Input and Buy-in:

· Create a plan to engage child welfare managers and supervisors early in the implementation process.
· Solicit input from staff, youth, birth parents, resource parents and foster family agencies regarding implementation barriers and possible solutions.
· Build internal experts and champions.
· Build youth, birth parent, resource parent and foster family agency champions.
· Through focus groups, workgroups, interviews and surveys:

· Address social worker, birth parents', resource parents', foster family agency fears, barriers and anxiety. 

· Anticipate and answer questions to get buy-in.
· Share success stories at staff and bureau meetings, foster parent association and private agency meetings, on bulletin boards and in newsletters.
· Recruit some foster parents, birth parents and social workers who experienced successful Icebreakers (and hopefully reunifications) to be spokespeople.
· Create a process to gather and evaluate feedback from staff, birth parents, resource parents and foster family agencies in order to improve the process as you continue implementation. 

· Respond to feedback from evaluations.
· Organize feedback results and share strategies for improvement with all involved groups.
Working with Unions:

· In the beginning of the planning process, include staff, social workers and supervisors who are leaders in their union to participate in the workgroup.
· Educate union leaders and members of the benefits for social workers when parents, resource parents and social workers work as a team to support families.
· Obtain the support of agency leaders to work through any significant concerns raised by union representatives in a timely fashion during the planning process.
Data:

· Estimate the number of meetings each social worker should expect to conduct each month, based on placement patterns from the recent past.

· Create method to collect data regarding ICEBREAKER meetings.
· Did meeting occur?  

· Date of meeting?  

· What type of meeting?

· Who attended the meeting?

· Who facilitated the meeting?

· How long from date of placement to meeting?

· Satisfaction levels of participants?

· Identify staff who will work with data i.e. MIS

· What software program will you use to input the data?

· Determine how you will analyze data and what analyses you anticipate doing.  Don’t overlook longer term issues such as the potential impact of Icebreakers upon eventual family well being. 

· Determine who will analyze the data.
· Determine how and how often the data will be shared with staff, resource parents, community, etc.
· Determine how the data will be used in Icebreaker planning and development.
Accountability Issues:  How You Will Ensure an Icebreaker Occurs After Being Considered?

· Determine how data (see above) can be utilized as a management tool to assess practice consistency.  Develop plans for regular reports to be reviewed and explained by those who manage staff responsible for Icebreakers.

· Explore the possibility of linking the occurrence of a family’s Icebreaker to some other important step in the case management process, to create a natural “firewall” that promotes staff compliance.  For example, if you are the social worker who holds the case for seven days, the case cannot be transferred until an Icebreaker is held. 

· Create a plan for information exchange in the rare cases when face to face Icebreakers are impossible or inappropriate, and determine what are suitable alternatives – if a phone call will replace the face to face meeting, who will make the call?

Training:
· Create a plan for training social workers, supervisors, birth parents, resource parents, private foster family agencies, their foster families and other community partners.  Who will train?  How long will the training be?  Will there be an initial training and ongoing training?

· How will this content be woven into new worker orientation and resource parent pre-service training?
· Prepare and train supervisors to coach social workers on how to conduct Icebreakers. 

· Inform/train GAL, CASAs, Court, and other community members about Icebreaker’s and how these partners can support Icebreakers.

· Distribute handouts and Icebreaker information to resource parents in a variety of ways—training, newsletters, Foster Parent Associations, support groups, mailings, through foster family agency staff.
· Plan to attend Foster Parent Association to get support for Icebreakers.
· Prepare social workers to assess resource parent/birth parent for appropriate type of contact.  

· Plan for on-going training for staff and resource parents.
· Pre-service training, new staff orientation

· Current staff and foster parents

· New staff and new foster parents

· Birth parent support groups, parent advocates

· Engage Foster Family/Private Agencies.
· Assist them in training and preparing staff and resource parents 

· Plan for “just in time preparation” for parents and youth – creating resources and strategies for preparing families and youth as the Icebreaker is about to occur.

Kick-off and Public Relations:

· Create a PR plan – the who, what, when and where of getting the word out.
· Consider how many kick-off events you will hold, who you will invite, what the agenda will include and who will present the information.
· Identify and prepare youth, birth parents and resource parents as spokespersons.
Integration and Sustainability:
· Determine a plan of accountability for supervisors and managers and build clear expectations into standards of practice.
· Ensure Icebreakers will be included on all staff meeting agendas.
· Determine how you will sustain Icebreakers – consider how you will integrate this into recruitment, pre-service training, home studies for resource parents, orientation training for social workers, and education/support of birth parents.
Private Foster Care/Adoption Agencies and Community:
· Determine strategies for engaging and informing private agencies and the community in planning and implementing Icebreakers.

· Review contracts with private agencies and community partners to ensure that Icebreakers will be supported and implemented and will be integrated into contract language.
