Institute for

UMIVERSITT 2 WISCONSIN

Child and Family = §§Chidrens | UnMitwiuies
Well-Being
Family Resource Centers:
A Community-Level Anti-Poverty Strategy
Rebecca Murray Anna Walther
Executive Director PhD Candidate
Wisconsin Child Abuse & Neglect School of Social Work
Prevention Board University of Wisconsin-Madison
Rebecca.Murray@wisconsin.gov awalther2@wisc.edu

Joshua Mersky
Professor, Social Work
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee
Institute for Child & Family Well-being
mersky@uwm.edu

October 1, 2025


mailto:mersky@uwm.edu
mailto:Rebecca.Murray@wisconsin.gov
mailto:awalther2@wisc.edu

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

» Wisconsin Child Abuse & Neglect Prevention Board (funding)
« Advancing a Healthier Wisconsin Endowment (funding)
 FRC Agencies, Staff, & Families

« Supporting Families Together Association

» Wisconsin Department of Children and Families

The contents of this presentation are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily represent the official views of
the Wisconsin Child Abuse & Neglect Prevention Board or the Wisconsin Department of Children and Families.



BACKGROUND

 There are roughly 3,000 Family Resource Centers in the U.S. that provide support to
roughly 2 million families each year

 Despite their long history, national reach, and potential impact, research on the FRCs
Is limited

* In 2021, the Wisconsin Child Abuse & Neglect Prevention Board partnered with the
Institute for Child and Family Well-being to launch a first-of-its-kind study of FRCs

*Russo, A. (2019, December). Partnering for family success: Family Resource Centers and
family support and strengthening networks. Policy & Practice, 77(6), 8-11.



STRONG & STABLE FAMILIES ... L

« Study Aims

1. ldentify protective factors that reduce the risk of child abuse and neglect

2. Explore the impact of Wisconsin’s FRCs

* Mixed-Methods Approach
» Qualitative: Focus groups & interviews with FRC staff and service recipients

» Quantitative: Data collected from 2,135 Wisconsin families, 1/3 of whom
received FRC services



FRC PARTNERS I S
FAMILY RESOURCE CENTERS

4C Family Center, Washington Co.

Family & Child Resource Center of N.E.W., Brown Co.
Family Connections, Sheboygan

Family Resource Center, Burnett Co.

Family Resource Center, Black River Falls

Family Resource Center, Eau Claire Co.

Family Resource Center, Rhinelander

Family Resource Center, Rock Co.

Family Resource Center, St. Croix Valley

Indian Community School, Franklin

Lakeland Family Resource Center, Washburn Co.
Northwest Connection Family Resources

Parents Place, Waukesha

Prevention Services Network, Kenosha

River Source Family Center, Chippewa Falls

The Parenting Place, La Crosse

The Parenting Network, Milwaukee

Watertown Family Center
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STRONG & STABLE FAMILIES

STAFF FOCUS GROUPS & INTERVIEWS



SSF study: Staff focus groups & interviews

« 31 providers from 17 FRCs

« Semi-structured focus groups
» Core resources/services
* Why families seek FRCs
 Barriers and challenges
* Programming and practices

 Qualitative analysis
» Deductive-inductive coding
» Reflexive thematic analysis

Pictured: Family at the ICAA Family
Resource Center in Ladysmith, WI



Emerging themes

 Theme 1: FRCs are embedded in communities and are uniquely capable of
assessing and responding to family needs

 Theme 2: FRCs use internal programming and external referral to address family
hardship

» Theme 3: FRCs use family-centered practices to ensure families’ needs are met




Emerging themes

 Theme 1: FRCs are embedded in communities and are uniquely capable of
assessing and responding to family needs
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Community engagement

 FRCs are present in communities

« Community events (parades, fairs)
* Physical space

» Parent advisory council

» “They're just, you know, people from the community
that can see what maybe we don't see. And you know,
see, some of the needs that aren't being met out there
that maybe nobody else is doing and the struggles that
are out there and come back to us.”

Pictured: Family & Children’s Center at an
event in La Crosse, WI



Depth of community knowledge/expertise

“| feel like we have.... several staff who have been there for a long time. They are
super knowledgeable about what resources are in the community. And you
can go to them and they can pretty much tell you like oh go here or go there to
get this or that.”

“So our parent cafe topic was following the rainbow of resources. So we did one
of our small groups where it was the parents just brainstorming and creating a
list of resources that they've had good experiences with and have utilized in the
community.”



Diverse Partnerships

* Public
* Library
« DHS/DCFS
» Schools

* Private
» Goodwill/Salvation Army
 Childcare providers
 Charities and foundations
* United Way

 Healthcare i

* Hospitals Pictured: Fain Resource Center staff at
 Clinics the Shalom Center in Kenosha, WI



Emerging themes

 Theme 2: FRCs use internal programming and external referral to address family
hardship




Internal programming

 Diaper banks
* Cribs/Pack n’ Plays

» Food pantries -
« Bags of essentials
« Laundry

* Transportation

* New baby visits

LIVE unifen” 8

Pictured: Volunteers packaging diapers
for the United Way Fox Cities Hub



External referrals

 Referrals based on mismatch between programming and family needs
* FRCs connect families to local resources and safety net programs

“We do not provide any financial support. We are not in a place where we like, | said
before, money money money. If we could, it would be great. There have been grants
In the past where we maybe have gotten been able to get gas cards or taxi vouchers,
and those we’ll hand out, but not giving them money. And like we have a big WIC
organization here we have a lot of different places where they can go if they're
financially unstable.”



Referral practices

* Resource lists/binders

* “Warm-hand-offs”

« “Sometimes we um make calls with them. We have families that are just nervous about calling,
they don’t know what to say. So, we'll coach them on what to say and then sit with them.
Sometimes then if they get stuck we just jump in and help them through it.”

 Application assistance
* Physical accompaniment to appointments

 Follow-ups



Leveraging partnerships

« Many FRCs in local coalitions or partnerships

« Ex: United Way, Child Care Resource and Referral network

* “We have some partnerships with families to get like furniture and basic needs. We
have a lot of resources where you can get all the basics. There is like some financial
you know, that that [agency] can help with whether it's through purchasing phone
cards, you know, families running out of minutes on their phone and need that to stay
in communication with their job and their kiddos. So yeah, just creating those good
partnerships within the community to where we can reach out to”



Emerging themes

« Theme 3: FRCs use family-centered practices to ensure families’ needs are met




Relationship-building as a core process

“Once we get them and we build that relationship with
them... they're coming to us with everything and anything
like, you know, [name] has a relationship with a dad that is
like, can you come with me to meet with the social
worker...? Like, you know, being able just to have that
relationship, to be able to ask those questions that you
maybe are embarrassed to ask someone.”

| made a friend
at the FRC!

Former staff at a FRC

anniversary celebration in Eau
Claire, WI



Building trust

 The FRC model allows for longer-term relationships and trust-building
among hard-to-reach populations

“I think it's just really building those relationships and meeting parents where
they’re at. You know I'm trying to really look at how we can support them to
be successful or trusting. Like you know, like oh you can’t come here well
what can we do to support you? ..... We check in on them, we do what we
can to get them into programming and if not, we will still keep that
connection going somehow until maybe they're ready.”



Flexible and Responsive

 FRCs are also able to provide flexible services

“I think another important piece that [we] really strive to do is that flexibility.
You know, we have a lot of people that come in that ... maybe parenting is
mandated for them....and they're working Monday through Friday, and |
always make sure to say like, | don't want you missing work for this right like.
So yes, | will meet you in the evening, and we can do a zoom, or, you know.”



STRONG & STABLE FAMILIES

WAVE 1 SURVEY
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Wave 1

» Partnered with 18 FRCs that facilitated survey data collection

» 646 households that received FRC services participated

* Obtained an address-based sampling frame of households with children in the
general Wisconsin population

» 1,489 non-FRC households responded to surveys by mail
» The larger general population sample was recruited intentionally



PHASE 1: SURVEY DATA

Measurement Domains

Examples

Family Demographics

Age; Race/Ethnicity; Gender; Income

FRC Service Experiences

Types of Services Received; Satisfaction

Health & Well-being

Depression; Anxiety; Substance Use; Life Satisfaction

Social Determinants of Health

Health Care; Housing; Employment

Adverse Experiences

Domestic Violence; Incarceration; Homelessness

Positive Experiences

Social support; Safety; Resources & opportunities to
succeed

Family Protective Factors

Family Functioning/Resilience; Nurturing & Attachment;
Social Support; Concrete Support




FAMILY DEMOGRAPHICS

—)

Gen Pop FRC
Sample Sample
n=1,489 n = 646
Age (mean) 41.9 35.5
Female 84.0% 90.7%
Race/Ethnicity
Al/AN 1.7% 6.7%
Black 4.3% 9.0%
Hispanic 4.8% 11.1%
White 85.6% 68.1%
Other 3.6% 5.1%
Income
< $50,000 19.6% 50.0%
$50,000 — $99,999 32.5% 31.4%
> $100k 47.9% 18.6%

—)

STRONG AND STABLE FAMILIES

FRCs serve a diverse
population statewide

FRCs serve families across
the socioeconomic spectrum



ECONOMIC INSECURITY

Gen Pop. FRC
I th t ’ h e
n the past year, have you Sample Sample
....been unemployed when you really needed and wanted 6.7% 21 7%
a job?
...lost access to your regular transportation? 4.0% 15.0%
...been evicted from your home or apartment? 1.0% 4.4%
...lived at a shelter, in a hotel/motel, in an abandoned 0.7% 7 6%

building, or a vehicle?




HEALTH CARE ACCESS

In the past year, have you or any family

members you live with been unable to get each GseanmPc:p. SFRCI

of the following when it was really needed? pie ampie
Unable to access health insurance 7.4% 12.3%
Unable to access medical care 8.9% 13.1%
Unable to access dental care 13.7% 21.3%
Unable to access mental health care 14.8% 18.8%

*42% of FRC respondents delayed medical or dental care in the past year.



FRC SERVICE NEEDS

FRC Services Receiyed “Total Service
Service Demand
Parent-Child Groups 42.3% 72.4%
Open Play Spaces 40.6% 72.7%
Help Finding Resources 28.7% 63.8%
Support for Basic Needs 23.1% 45.6%
Child Development Screening 20.1% 41.0%
Financial Information and Resources 17.5% 50.0%
Home Visiting 16.7% 24.0%
Literacy or Educational Services 12.4% 37.2%
Childcare 6.1% 31.6%

Total Service Demand = % of participants who received the service OR who

would like to receive the service in the future




STRONG & STABLE FAMILIES

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS, WAVE 2
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* We matched a general population subsample to the FRC sample
« Launched a second wave of data collection 3 years post-baseline
 Data collected by web, mail, and canvassing (ongoing)

 Survey includes indicators of income and economic hardship, protective
factors (e.g., concrete support), and connections to community resources



PRE-POST COMPARISONS

STRONG AND STABLE FAMILIES

* | have trouble affording what | need each month (often or almost always)

 FRC SAMPLE: Wave 1 =16.1%; Wave 2 = 16.8%

- GENERAL POPULATION SAMPLE: Wave 1 =7.7%; Wave 2 =13.8%

| am able to afford the food | want to feed my family (often or almost always)

 FRC SAMPLE: Wave 1 =76.1%; Wave 2 =71.6%

- GENERAL POPULATION SAMPLE: Wave 1 = 85.5%; Wave 2 = 76.5%



Resource Connections: Wave 2

Type of Resource Connection Gen Pop FRC
Parent education or parenting sKkills classes 26.6% 52.5%
Medical or dental care 33.1% 45.1%
Support for basic needs (e.g., food, diapers) 25.8% 43.2%*
Since your oldest child was Childcare 05 39 39.0%
born, has a local agency or _ . .
service provider ever helped Mental health services 25.3% 37.7%
you or someone in your Head Start or Early Head Start 23.0% 37.2%
.househol_d by providing Housing, rental, or energy assistance 23.7% 33.6%"°
information or a referral to - . .
any of the following? Home visiting 13.6% 30.9%
Services for disabilities/developmental delays 20.7% 29.7%
Employment or financial support 15.1% 27.0%*
Violence prevention or crisis intervention 8.4% 15.1%
Literacy, language, or adult education services 8.9% 12.7%
Substance use services 7.2% 7.2%

*Note. p < .05; Covariates = household income, age, race/ethnicity; N = 588.



Resource Connections

GenPop FRC

Sample Sample Total Sig.

Received Any Resource Connection 57.2% 81.3% 66.4% <.001

Number of Resource Connections 2.6 4.1 3.2 <.001
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