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Always ask about the family. Drawing on
more than a decade’s experience of
engaging families that have a member
involved with the criminal justice sys-
tem, the national nonprofit organiza-
tion Family Justice set its sights on
developing a case management tool
that would effectively collect informa-
tion about people’s social networks
while initiating a dialogue about reentry.

Bolstered by research showing that the

organization’s strength-based, family-
focused approach reduced recidivism and
illegal drug use from 80 percent to 42 per-
cent and improved overall family well-being,*
Family Justice joined with five partners
across the country in a dynamic, interactive
process to design such a tool. The basic
premise was to ask about individuals’ family and other
social supports in the context of reentry, using a format
that is easy to administer and put into practice. The devel-
oped instrument is the Relational Inquiry Tool, a series of
questions that can change the conversations case man-
agers and other correctional staff have with people who
are preparing to leave prison. The first three questions of
the eight-question Relational Inquiry Tool are: 1) In think-
ing about your family support when you get out of prison,
what are you most excited about?; 2) In thinking about
your family support when you get out of prison, what do
you think the greatest challenges will be?; 3) How did you
help your family and friends before you came to prison?
The questions are always asked in the order listed and they
are accompanied with recommended probes that are also
open-ended questions that are consistent with the family-
focused, strength-based nature of the tool.
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With significant support from the National Institute of Cor-
rections, Family Justice has collaborated on this innovative
project with five government and community-based partners:
the Massachusetts Executive Office of Public Safety, the
Michigan Department of Corrections, the Ohio Department of
Rehabilitation and Correction, the Oklahoma Department of
Corrections and the Safer Foundation in Chicago.




Why Ask About the Family?

In an Urban Institute study in Chicago, people inter-
viewed four to eight months after their release cited fami-
lies as “the most important factor” in helping them stay out
of prison.? A study by the Vera Institute of Justice found
that for individuals recently released from prison or jail,
“supportive families were an indicator of success across
the board, correlating with lower drug use, greater likeli-
hood of finding jobs and less criminal activity.”®

The corrections field has grown increasingly interested
in devising a tool that identifies the strengths of people
involved in the criminal justice system and of families and
social networks — and one that complements risk and
needs assessment instruments. Despite the broad applica-
tion of data collected by those instruments, they rarely
identify how people receive assistance from or provide
support to family and other members of their social
network. Given the increasing emphasis on reentry as more
than 650,000 individuals are expected to leave prison this
year,* the corrections field must help identify the resources
available to people as they return to the community. A
simple, effective tool could serve as a catalyst for families
and corrections professionals to help create successful
reentry plans.

Professionals in the criminal justice field are increas-
ingly recognizing the value of engaging families and their
communities, as well as the impact of incarceration on
people’s children and other loved ones. Although the idea
of partnering with families may seem intuitive, the
methodology for doing so is not. Current risk and needs
assessment instruments focus primarily on indicators of
institutional violence or propensity to re-offend, and some
of those indicators rely on family histories of substance
abuse, criminal justice involvement and other challenges.
Though those aspects of a person’s past are important,
they often lead correctional staff to focus on what an
inmate should not do or whom they should avoid. Family
Justice’s experience suggests that instead of focusing only
on deficits, asking about positive social connections and
personal strengths and resiliencies can provide case man-
agers with a different entry point to talk about behavior
change.

Testing the Relational Inquiry Tool

The government and community-based partners were
involved in all aspects of the study, from participating on
the National Advisory Board for the Relational Inquiry Tool
to scheduling pretest interviews. On the board, the five
partners’ perspectives were complemented by academics
and experts in tool development and inmate reentry. Each
of Family Justice’s partners selected one pilot location for
the tool. Oklahoma and Massachusetts each chose a
women’s prison; Ohio and Michigan each chose a men’s
prison; and the Safer Foundation focused on a church-
based case management program for adults who have
recently been released from prison.

Pretesting

Family Justice staff members conducted pretest inter-
views with 99 incarcerated and formerly incarcerated
individuals at the five pilot sites. Among other questions,
respondents were asked about their perceptions or expec-
tations of having such a tool administered by correctional
or community supervision staff. They were also asked
about previous conversations with correctional staff
regarding family strengths and support and were asked
whether they thought the tool could accomplish the
intended goals.

The design of the Relational Inquiry Tool, especially the
order of the questions, is intentional and was validated
through focus groups and pretests. The experience of
answering one question sets up the others that follow. The
questions are consistent with strength-based principles
and focus on an individual’s social network and family
support. The key findings from pretesting are as follows:

e Less than half of the 99 respondents had ever been
asked by agency or institution staff about their fami-
ly. Of those, only 11 people described such questions
or conversations as constructive.

< Among 79 respondents, 65 (82 percent) said the tool
would help them plan for reentry. Female respon-
dents were more likely to agree (95 percent) than
male respondents (78 percent), and former inmates
were more likely to agree than current inmates (89
percent vs. 80 percent, respectively).

* A majority of respondents (62 out of 77) thought the
tool would help improve the way staff viewed them.
Among women, 85 percent agreed; among men, 78
percent agreed. (The questions that correspond to
the last two bullet points were added after pretesting
was completed in Massachusetts.)

Pilot Testing

The following data are based on assessments of the five
pilot sites, four of which were prisons. An eight-item staff
feedback assessment was attached to each tool to obtain
data on staff’'s experiences administering it; follow-up
phone calls were completed with some pilot testers. Of the
156 tools administered in prisons, 145 were returned with
completed assessments. Three key findings emerged:

e Openness between correctional staff and inmates
increased by using the tool;

e Using the tool gave correctional staff an increased
understanding of the inmate; and

< Both correctional staff and inmates believe the tool will
be beneficial in reentry planning.

A Step Toward Broader Change

Institutionwide implementation of the Relational Inquiry
Tool will create a significant shift in culture. Organizations
that integrate the tool into their case management practices
must consider how to make other aspects of their work fami-
ly-focused. Justin Jones, director of the Oklahoma DOC,
offered powerful examples of things that must be consistent



such as fair phone rates on collect calls from prisons, child-
friendly areas for family visitation and parole offices that
are welcoming to family members.

By creating a mechanism for different interactions
between case managers and inmates, the Relational Inquiry
Tool is shifting the way staff view the people with whom
they work. According to Jay Glauner, a reentry coordinator
with the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction:
“One way the tool really impacted me was the humaniza-
tion of the offender beyond what a stale file will do. We
have a family history section in [a presentencing report],
but it’'s more of a ‘Who are your relatives?’ question than a
‘Who are you close to?’ question. This tool could very well
create a good framework for productive dialogue when
trying to find resources and support for the offender.”

By shaping a new conversation with inmates, case man-
agers report that the Relational Inquiry Tool is increasing
the level of openness between them and the incarcerated
individuals. The 13 minutes on average that case managers
spent administering the tool was
clearly time well spent. In Massa-
chusetts, for example, the tool
increased the correctional pro-
gram officer’s understanding
of the inmate every time (n=15). In
14.5 instances, it “really impr-
oved” their understanding and the
other two times it “somewhat
improved” their understanding.
For inmates with whom the
officers already had a relationship
(e.g., the inmate was on their case-
load or they had met with the
inmate at least once before), Massachusetts correctional
program officers reported the degree of openness increased
nine out of 10 times as a result of using the tool.

To understand inmates’ perspectives on how the tool
could improve their interactions with case managers, Fami-
ly Justice collected feedback on the tool itself from current
and former prisoners. Of the 99 people who participated in
the pretest, 54 reported having never been asked questions
about family support. Only 11 reported being asked similar
questions to those in this tool. When questions had been
asked about family in the past, they were not phrased in a
similar manner. Questions about family had typically been
part of a routine inventory for intake or risk assessment
and were rarely phrased in a strength-based manner or for
the purpose of supportive inquiry. Several respondents
described being asked questions in the past by individuals
with whom they did not wish to discuss their families or in
a tone that was unsupportive or condescending.

The majority of respondents (80 percent) thought that if
case managers used the tool, it would improve how
inmates are seen. In focus groups of former inmates, it was
clear that sharing certain types of information could
enhance their standing with correctional staff. Pretest
respondents overwhelmingly thought the tool would help
them plan for reentry (82 percent). In the pilot test, eight
out of 10 case managers reported that the tool would help
them work with people to plan for reentry, suggesting that it
is useful in serving this function for staff and inmates alike.

Questions about family had
typically been part of a routine
inventory for intake or risk

assessment and were rarely phrased
in a strength-based manner or for
the purpose of supportive inquiry.

One significant benefit of the tool for respondents is
that it can improve their self-perception. Respectively,
questions 3 and 4 ask, “How did you help your family and
friends before you came to prison?” and “How did your
family and friends help you before you came to prison?”
Some respondents had difficulty identifying ways they had
provided help. Upon further probing, they listed a multi-
tude of things they did to help, including taking care of
children, assisting with yard work, tending to a sick relative
and being a shoulder to cry on for a friend. Many of those
respondents later mentioned that they had not seen them-
selves as helpful people, but after talking about the positive
roles they played for their families, they had a new
perspective. Because the tool is designed to be strength-
based, it encourages respondents and case managers to
talk about strengths in ways they may be unaccustomed
to doing.

“Every one of [the Relational Inquiry Tool questions]
can be good, and it’s based on the time and the place
and the intention of the person
that’s asking,” one male focus
group participant said. As several
current and former inmates
expressed during the development
of the Relational Inquiry Tool, it
will be significantly more effective
when case managers follow
through on the discussion rather
than use it only to prompt the
thinking of the inmate. For exam-
ple, when someone reveals that he
or she does not plan to rely on
family support for future housing,
the expectation is that the case manager will be able to
follow up with housing referrals.

Staff at the pilot sites also see the utility of the tool for
improving release planning. In states, like Oklahoma, which
are considering the role of family and friends in supporting
a parolee, the tool could inform the discussion between the
parole office and individual under supervision to help iden-
tify those support people. To stimulate the long-term
integration of the Relational Inquiry Tool into case manage-
ment practices, Family Justice is interested in exploring
how the tool could be incorporated into information
technology systems used to manage inmates’ files.

A Vehicle for Change

The Relational Inquiry Tool is a promising way to gather
information about families and social networks, identifying
the resources available to people as they prepare for reen-
try into their communities. As organizations develop other
reentry-related instruments, it is recommended that they
use supportive inquiry in an effort to really listen, ask ques-
tions about family (broadly defined), and design questions
in a way that builds rapport among staff and inmates.
Family Justice learned that the introduction of a new tool
or program in a correctional setting is more likely to be
successful when other changes are taking place to support
that innovation. For correctional departments and other
criminal justice agencies, incorporating a strength-based,
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family-focused approach into their work requires dedicated
leadership among executives and at the line-staff level.

During the planning process for the Relational Inquiry
Tool, Family Justice recommended that partner agencies
form diagonal work groups — involving staff at every level
of the work force, current and former inmates, and affected
family members — throughout the pretesting and piloting
phases of the project. By drawing on the resources, experi-
ence, and knowledge of the entire work force and of clients
and families, the organization stands to gain — as do the
individuals, families and communities ultimately served.

Family Justice continues to explore ways to help organi-
zations throughout the country adopt a strength-based,
family-focused approach. Recommended changes may
include altering the way line staff and managers are
recruited, trained and supervised; assessing and changing
the way information is collected and used; and conducting
an inventory of current practices for visitation, phone
calls, education and other family-related opportunities in
correctional settings. By working collaboratively and imag-
inatively — drawing on the strengths of the work force,
always asking about families and using the information
gathered to identify people’s resources as they prepare to
re-integrate into the community — the corrections field
can make a farther-reaching, longer-lasting impact. Initial
evaluation of the Relational Inquiry Tool demonstrates that
it can be one vehicle for such change, collecting important
information and improving rapport between correctional
staff and inmates. Dramatic change can start with just a
few questions.
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