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Social Support
Social support is a feeling 
that other people care 
about us
And will stand by us when times are tough
One of the strongest protective factors
Especially when we’re part of a reciprocal
support network

Benefits
Better able to manage 
increased life stressors
Reduced reliance on alcohol 
and drugs
Increased self-care activities
Reduction in depression episodes
Increased school and work performance
Stronger self concept

A Connections
Framework
To incorporate social support in a
strength-based approach …
First we need to understand a child and
family’s network of social connections.
Then we need to translate that
understanding into more potent assistance.

Formal Interventions
Tend to overlook existing supports
And substitute paid assistance
Or impersonal interventions
– Medication
– Restraint

Often out of necessity, or limited options
But these actions often move the locus of
control even farther from the family

But what about …
Marginalized children and families are often
highly isolated and powerless (at least at the point
of encounter)
And may have come to depend on paid care givers
as their primary support system
This can provide some stability and safety
But undercuts growth in self-efficacy
And continues a fundamental vulnerability

Increased Potency
By gaining a deeper understanding 
of the role of social support networks,
How they form,
And how to help people participate in them,
We can help children and families develop or improve
connections that will increase their resiliency
And support recovery and transition from high levels of
formal service assistance
Because a family’s sense of personal efficacy can be
increased when consistent social support is provided in
the context of collaborative problem solving

Gaining Deeper Insights
We can incorporate this information into daily practice at
each stage of our service interactions:
– Engagement - learning about existing supports and
their role in the child or family’s life
– Planning - bringing existing supports into the process
and deciding how to build new support
– Intervention - building bridges, creating opportunities,
enlarging competency
– Transition - helping them become stronger without us

The Connections Map
A tool that helps us inquire about a person
or family’s support network
To establish a baseline of existing social
support
Ideas for increasing it
And options for incorporating it into the
process of change and growth

Primary Life Ecologies
Peers/
Friends

Family

This helps us focus on
different types of
relationships and life
events

Internal

Community

Support and efficacy can
be mapped across 5
ecologies

School or
Work

Everyone will have a
different mix of
strengths, needs and
connections

Rapid Research (#1)
Who helps you manage the various challenges
and opportunities that you and your family face?
Use the chart on the next slide to provide some
examples of connections in each of the social
ecologies that help sustain you and the nature of
the support they provide.
In the personal ecology, list some of the
strategies you use for keeping yourself going.

Connections and Support Map
Friends

Family

Self

Community

Work/School

Three Tools for Engagement
Strengths, Needs, Dreams
Family Story

Engagement
Family Tree

Connections Map

Family Culture
& Resources

Social Support
Network

Tim’s Family
Genograms help us get the family
members straight.
It is easy to forget about someone if
you don’t take time to sort everyone
out
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Tim is a 12 year old who was placed with
his sister, Sue about 6 months ago
He has been in out of home care most of
his life, including frequent
hospitalizations and two placements in
residential treatment.

Excerpts from Tim’s Family Story
• Bea and Bob met when both were artists in a commune in Arizona. They were together for nearly 14 years.
They traveled around the country selling his paintings and her sculptures at art shows.
• As Bob’s drinking and Bea’s mental illness became worse, they did not take good care of Sue or Tim. Sue went
to live with Bea’s older sister Ellie when she was 8 years old and grew up in Ellie’s home. Tim was born 2 years
after Sue went to Ellie’s and stayed with Bea after she broke up with Bob until he was 4, when he was placed in
what became a series of foster homes. Tim’s favorite memories are when he was in his second foster home, which
was on a ranch with horses. Tim also spent time back with Bea but was injured twice by her when she got
frustrated with disciplining him and became angry. He was also sexually abused by one of her boyfriends.
• Tim has been in 8 placements, including 2 residential treatment centers, been hospitalized 4 times, and placed
back with Bea 3 times since he was originally removed from Bea’s home.
• 6 months ago he moved in with his sister Sue and her husband Joe. Sue is a medical technician at the hospital
and Joe is a cab driver.
•Sue has been fighting to have Tim come and live with her since she moved out of Ellie’s home at 17.
• Sue and Joe had their first baby, Fiona, when she was 18, but she finished high school and college nonetheless
and recently started her job as a medical technician at the hospital. Although drafted by the Giants organization,
Joe went to work after high school to support Sue and the baby and has often worked several jobs at one time.
• Tim loves being with Sue but is having a hard time adjusting to being in a family and one more school.
• Tim had another hospitalization 2 months ago for his erratic behavior and conflict with Joe.
• He also has a juvenile court petition pending for hitting Sue and Joe, shoplifting and damage to property.
• Sue is worried that Tim will hurt Fiona, who was born with spina bifida or their second child, Dan, who has a
preliminary diagnosis of autism and is in a birth to three special education program.
• Joe loves the minor league baseball team in town and often takes Fiona and Tim to games. It is one of the few
times when everyone seems to get along.

Tim’s Connection Map
Friends

Family

Made 2 friends at school
One friend smokes, skips
school
Had begun to make friends
in last RTC
Quick learner
Hits first, asks questions later
Will talk it out if given a chance

Sue committed to help Tim
Sue is overwhelmed, gets
frustrated
Bea undermines Sue
Tim is hard to discipline, uses
violence
Where is Bob?

Self

Informal:
Will take what he wants when frustrated
Support from Church for Sue
Feels remorse
Antagonistic neighbor
Feels like he’s a dozen different people
Store owner willing to join in v/o
mediation
Formal:
Social worker frustrated
Juvenile court unwilling to cut much
slack
Community Doctors disagreeing about diagnosis

Doing okay in small structured
class
Teacher has linked with him
Not involved in any activities
yet
Will be in bigger school next
year

Work/School

Rapid Research (#2)
How would you improve Tim’s social support across the 5
ecologies?
How would doing this improve the stability of his place in
Sue and Joe’s family?
How would you increase positive connections for Tim’s
family?
How do Fiona and Dan’s needs affect the development of a
family support network?
What would some markers for success be for this family?

Exercise Notes
How to improve Tim’s
social support network?
How would this affect the
rest of the family?
How to increase positive
connections for the
family?
How to address Fiona
and Dan’s needs?
Markers for success

Planning Social Support Strategies
Use existing social supports to help clients address
specific challenges
Use client’s strengths to foster better social linkages and
supports
Create a psychological safety zone to try out new ways of
interacting
Provide opportunities for clients to see themselves being
seen doing something well
Generate new ideas together and bounce them around to
support improved problem solving skills

Measuring Need, Support & Efficacy
We can create a connections baseline that describes the
level of support and need in each life ecology
This helps us prioritize our strategies for help and support
As the wraparound plan is implemented we can identify
changes in these measures, and make adjustments as
necessary
When needs start to drop and social support goes up, the
team can begin developing plans for transition

Needs
and Support

Community (Formal)
Medical
Legal
Therapeutic
Employment

Community
(Informal)
Recreational
Social
Spiritual
Cultural

School/Work

N S
N S

N S

Academics
Social
Behavioral
Special Skills

N Personal S
N S

N S
Peers
Friends
Enemies
Social cluster
Intimate relationships

N S
Primary Care
Place to live
Nurture
Guidance
Belonging

Family Relationships
Parents
Siblings
Extended
Non-biological

Balancing Support and Need

Rapid Research (#3)
How you would incorporate a social support framework into the following
client service interactions:
– You are an in-school therapist and a junior high girl is referred to you because
she is being bullied.
– You are a parent partner for a mother of a 5 year old who is in foster care.
The mother was a victim of domestic violence, is having trouble maintaining
her sobriety and has been diagnosed with clinical depression.
– You are a child protective services worker interviewing a single father of two
daughters (11 and 9) who have been referred to DSS by the school because
the daughters regularly come to school in dirty clothes and dirty hair and eat
ravenously at the free morning breakfasts and lunches.
– You are a wraparound facilitator bringing together a team for a 15 year old
boy who has been in out of home care since he was 4, and is currently doing
pretty well in a cottage-style residential treatment center with an on-grounds
school. Possible community care givers include an uncle, a former foster
parent, and his mother, who’s parental rights were terminated, but who is
doing better and has a younger child in her custody who is doing okay.

Exercise Notes
In school therapist with girl
who is being bullied
Parent partner for mother
with child in foster care
CPS worker with father
suspected of neglect
Wrap facilitator for father
with 15 year old son in Res
Tx

Family Connections
Just as we can map connections for an
individual, we can also look at family linkages
These are more general patterns and may be
more easily observed in some families than in
others.
Look at both the nature of the connection, and
its style
The better a team understands these patterns,
the better they will be able to match the right
help with family needs and strength

Who talks
with who
within the
family

Mapping Family
Connections The same ecologies can be
Are there
family
friends?

Of course variations and
conflicts are as important
as consistency

Basic patterns
and beliefs

Where does
the family fit
in the
community?

used for mapping, but one
looks at threads or
patterns that go across
multiple family members

School
and
work
linkages

Family culture is real, but
ethereal - until you get
used to looking for it

Connection and Competency
When children and families thrive, they often do so through the
medium of social support networks
Richard Lerner and his colleagues have identified 6 core
elements of positive youth development that can help us
strategize techniques for increasing positive social linkages
–
–
–
–
–
–

Competence
Confidence
Connection
Character
Caring
Contribution

Our strengths inventory and connections map give us seeds we
can nurture to help all of these elements blossom
They are interdependent variables: i.e., the more we care, the
more we contribute, and vice versa.

Goals for Connection Mapping
The point is not diagnosis, but rather to:
–
–
–
–

Build trust through understanding and shared meaning
Generate openness to change through positive social support
Encourage learning through shared problem solving
Increase perceived self-efficacy and self-confidence by measuring
and celebrating accomplishments

In other words:
– Get on the same page with children and families as quickly as
possible
– Help children & families choose the best paths for growth

Inquiring in greater depth
Formal measures of social support usually use a set of response options
to help clarify a person or family’s perspective
For example, in the friends domain:
– When I feel bad or am having a hard time, my friends tend to:
• Take time to share my ups and downs
• Ignore me
• Find something fun for us to do together
• Give me a chance to settle down
• Tease me
• Keep me company even if I’m not much fun
• Talk me into doing stupid things
• Be there when I need them
• Tell other people my secrets
• (At this point I can’t really say I have any friends)

Similar questions can help focus on what’s going on in the other social
ecologies.

Social Support Questions - Youth
Interview
Youth
SELF
When I feel bad or
have a problem I tend
to:

FAMILY
When I or someone in
my family has a
problem or feels bad,
people tend to:

FRIENDS
When I’m feeling bad
or have a problem, my
friends tend to:

SCHOOL
At school when I have
a problem or I’m
feeling bad, people
tend to:

FORMAL
COMMUNITY
When I have a problem
or am just feeling bad,
service providers in my
life like doctors and
counselors tend to:

INFORMAL
COMMUNITY

When I have a problem
or feel bad, other
people in the
community like
ministers, coaches,
and neighbors tend to:
Examples of things some people do to get or give help in these situations. Use these to think of examples of what happens in your life.
Apologize to people
Take time to listen to
Take time to share my
Give me a chance to
Try to help me figure
Give me something to
Listen to music
the person so they
ups and downs
work on things on my
out what is going on
do to take my mind off
Talk to someone
understand what he or
Ignore me
own
Adjust my medication
the problem
Stay away from home
she is feeling
Find something fun for
Put me in a time out
Ignore me
Listen to what I have to
and other people
Give each person room
us to do together
room
Put me in the hospital
say
Read
to provide input into big
Give me a chance to
Suspend me from
Change my diagnosis
Show me that there are
Eat
family decisions
settle down
school
Help me find different
people around with
Get involved in
Stop talking
Tease me
Ignore me
ways that I can deal
problems that are
activities
Make sure that
Keep me company
Take time to talk to me
with things
worse than mine
Get angry and yell at
discipline is handled
even if I’m not much
about what’s going on
Tell me what’s wrong
Offer to pray with me
people
fairly
fun
Make adjustments in
with me
Ask me to help them
Pray
Find someone to
Talk me into doing
class or homework so I
Ignore my phone calls
with one of their
Use drugs prescribed
blame for the problem
stupid things
can deal with
Put me in the hospital
problems.
by my doctor
Think of new ways to
Be there when I need
everything
Tell me to take a deep
(I don’t know any
Use alcohol or drugs
deal with problems
them
Call my parent or foster
breath and explain
people in my
that aren’t prescribed
Keep things to
Tell other people my
parent
things little better to
community.)
by my doctor
ourselves
secrets
Set up a meeting to
them
Tell myself things will
Hit someone or shout
(At this point I can’t
see what might help
(I don’t’ have any
get better if I just give
at them
really say I have any
Send me to the
service providers who
them time
(At this point I’m not
friends)
assistant principle
are helping me right
that connected to my
(I’m not in a school
now.)
family)
right now)

Tim’s Connections Index
Ecology

Level of
Support
C 3
P 4
O 3

Level of
Efficacy
3
4
3

FAMILY

C 4
P 3
O 5

3
2
5

FRIENDS

C 3
P 2
O 2

3
2
2

SCHOOL

C 4
P 4
O 3

3
5
4

COMMUN- C 2
ITY
P 4
(Formal)
O 4

2
3
4

COMMUN- C 3
ITY
P 2
(Informal)
O 2

3
2
2

SELF

Examples of Social Support

Examples of Unmet Needs

Sue: “Last week when Tim was starting to
loose it at home, he was able almost for the
first time to slow down. He took a time out
on his own and sat in the backyard for a half
hour. When he came back in he was in
much better shape.”
Teacher: “Sue is here for every meeting,
even if she has to take off work. She is a
fierce advocate for Tim.”

Tim “I know that sometimes I’m my own worst
enemy. The anger just takes over.”
Sue: “When people first meet Tim they don’t
realize how ill he really is.”

Tim: “They don’t like Bill, but he listens to
me. He’s the only one who does. Gets me
in trouble sometimes, but he’s just having
fun.”
Teacher: “I’m amazed at how much basic
school skills like reading and math Tim has
picked up. If he can stay in one place for a
while, he’ll do well.”
Sue: “I’m glad we are finally getting some
help with Tim.”
Teacher: “there’s no question he does better
when he has his aide with him.”
Tim: “I really like the ball games. Wish we
could do more stuff like that.”

C = Child
P = Parent or Primary Caregiver
O = Other

Rank
Need
C 2
P 1
O 2

Joe: “I honestly wonder if he’s ever going to fit
in here. He’s just not used to having younger
sisters and brothers who have special needs,
too.”
Teacher: “Tim hasn’t got a clue about how to
make friends and be part of a group.”
Tim: “I don’t know if I’ll ever fit in anywhere.”

C 1
P 2
O 6

Sue: “He hardly puts any effort into his
homework. I know he can do better, but its
hard to deal with that when there is so much
else going on.”
Tim: “I’ve had so many therapists, I could be
one. But they all do the same stuff over and
over.”

C 4
P 5
O 4

Joe: “If he gets in any more trouble we’re not
going to be able stay in this community.”
Teacher: “There’s not a lot around here for kids
like Tim to do.”

C 5
P 6
O 5

(Tim)
(Sue)
(English Teacher at School)

C 3
P 3
O 1

C 6
P 4
O 3
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