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Students and youth receiving Supplemental Security Income (SSI) often encounter 
challenges during the transition process due to the added complexities of family poverty, 
health conditions, and systemic inequities (Hemmeter, 2014; Honeycutt & Livermore, 
2018; Wittenburg & Loprest, 2007). Through the multiple phases of recruitment and 
enrollment in the Wisconsin Promoting the Readiness of Minors in Supplemental Security 
Income (WI PROMISE) demonstration project, youth and families were more likely to 
engage with those with similar lived experiences in their home communities. As a result, 
integrating a new position of family advocate or navigator into the transition process for 
youth receiving SSI benefits may be beneficial in helping youth and their families 
successfully navigate the transition process and increase engagement in vocational 
rehabilitation (VR) services. This study investigated WI PROMISE family advocates’ views 
of their supportive role, families’ strengths and needs, and challenges that emerged as 
they supported families during the transition process. Results indicated three key themes: 
(a) the importance of building trust and raising expectations; (b) effective partnership, 
accountability, and teamwork across systems; and (c) peer-based roles as coach, mentor, 
problem solver, and navigator. 

Employment is an important factor in enhancing indi-
vidual and household financial empowerment and well-be-
ing, as well as building social capital, self-efficacy, and in-
clusion in the community for individuals with disabilities 
(Brucker, 2015; Nye-Lengerman & Nord, 2016; Potts, 2005; 
Regenold et al., 1999). Competitive employment is bene-
ficial, and engaging youth with disabilities in work during 
high school is one of the key predictors increasing the likeli-
hood of postschool employment success into adulthood (E. 
W. Carter et al., 2010, 2012). Yet according to the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, only 18.6% of transition-aged youth with 
disabilities are employed when compared with 64.8% of 
transition-aged youth without disabilities (U.S. Department 
of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018). This notable dis-
parity indicates an ongoing need to more effectively iden-
tify and reduce employment barriers for youth with dis-
abilities, with a particular emphasis on using practices that 
meet individuals’ and families’ needs and highlight their 
strengths. 

Making decisions about the future, including indepen-
dent living, employment and careers, postsecondary edu-
cation or training options, and navigating the various ed-
ucational and adult service systems can be overwhelming 
(Bagatell et al., 2017). The added complexities of chronic 
poverty, health conditions, and systemic inequities can be 
particularly challenging for youth receiving Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI; Hemmeter, 2014; Honeycutt & Liv-
ermore, 2018; Wittenburg & Loprest, 2007). While these 
youth may be eligible for additional supports to help pro-
mote early work experiences and postsecondary opportuni-
ties, the services often go underutilized because many are 
not aware of the public vocational rehabilitation (VR) pro-
gram, and services vary considerably from state to state 
(Honeycutt et al., 2015). Recent research found that less 
than 1% of transition-aged youth receiving SSI in the sam-
ple had an open VR case despite being eligible for the pro-
gram, and only 1.5% of eligible youth were utilizing the Stu-
dent Earned Income Exclusion (SEIE), a key work incentive 
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available to students receiving SSI benefits (U.S. Govern-
ment Accountability Office, 2017). 

Poverty and Trauma Informed Care 

A growing body of research also demonstrates the impor-
tance of understanding trauma influences on engagement 
and outcomes within public programs, and advocates for in-
tegration of trauma-informed frameworks within disability, 
counseling, and human services systems (Bulanda & Byro 
Johnson, 2016; Goad, 2021; Keesler, 2014, 2020; Sweeney et 
al., 2018). Trauma is associated with poverty, and a chronic 
lack of resources over time can increase stress and anxiety, 
impact employment and work performance, and intersect 
with related social determinants of health (American Psy-
chological Association, 2017; Barrow et al., 2019; Nijdam et 
al., 2018). Using a trauma-informed framework grounded in 
key principles, including use of peer supports, is critical for 
enhancing participant engagement and positive outcomes 
across various public service systems (Bowen & Murshid, 
2016; Sweeney et al., 2018). 

Family Advocates 

Family advocates, defined as individuals with lived expe-
rience similar to the population receiving services, can play 
a key role in trauma-informed practice as guides to help 
youth and families navigate complex systems. In the Wis-
consin Promoting the Readiness of Minors in Supplemen-
tal Security Income (WI PROMISE) demonstration project, 
all family advocates were parents of youth with disabilities 
and lived in the same region or community and sometimes 
shared the same race or ethnicity as project participants 
(Hartman et al., 2019). 

This peer-based support may be instrumental in enhanc-
ing the development of good working alliances, an evi-
dence-based construct for increasing successful employ-
ment outcomes, between youth receiving SSI, their families, 
and VR (Iwanaga et al., 2019). Maintaining an effective 
working alliance can be challenging for VR counselors to 
accomplish independently due to the inherent time con-
straints involved with managing large caseloads and can 
negatively impact the nature of the relationship between 
consumers and counselors (Kierpiec et al., 2010). Despite 
reduced caseloads during the demonstration project, WI 
PROMISE counselors, who were all rehabilitation coun-
selors employed by the state VR agency, noted that the ad-
ditional complexities faced by families experiencing poverty 
required significantly more time to address. An example in-
cluded providing guidance in meeting basic needs related to 
housing insecurity and transportation, with immediate is-
sues frequently taking precedence over participation in em-
ployment-focused training. 

The use of peer-based family support has demonstrated 
efficacy in related professions including health care and 
public health programs. As an example, the integration of 
family navigators for intensive care unit (ICU) patients with 
cognitive impairments and their families enhanced support, 
and was received positively by patients, family members, 
and medical professionals (Torke et al., 2016). A similar 
study used patient navigators with people at risk of devel-
oping type 2 diabetes and found that those who had a nav-

igator improved self-efficacy in health managing. This pro-
gram also received overwhelmingly positive feedback from 
both patients and providers (Loskutova et al., 2016). 

Wisconsin PROMISE 

WI PROMISE, an experimental demonstration project, 
aimed to explore whether the implementation of a cadre of 
defined evidence-informed services improved employment 
and postsecondary outcomes for youth age 14-16 years re-
ceiving SSI benefits (Hartman et al., 2019; Honeycutt & 
Livermore, 2018). The five-year demonstration consisted of 
participant recruitment, enrollment, and randomization 
into treatment and control groups, which was immediately 
followed by at least two years of training, career, and eco-
nomic self-sufficiency support services for participating 
treatment group youth and their family members. During 
the 24-month enrollment period, the evaluation team and 
project leadership noted that participants were substan-
tially more likely to enroll and engage when information 
about the project was shared by a peer with similar lived 
experience. Recruited treatment participants were concur-
rently enrolled in both WI VR and PROMISE services. WI VR 
dedicated staff provided both PROMISE and VR case man-
agement and counseling. In the third year of the project, 
WI PROMISE opted to employ family peers as advocates 
to enhance participant engagement and more effectively 
meet the complex needs of low-income youth and families. 
The new intermediary “Family Advocate” positions were 
developed to work with families by providing flexibility in 
meeting when and where it was most convenient for par-
ticipants. They also provided supportive and individualized 
assistance in completing specific training, assisted fami-
lies with administrative paperwork and forms across vari-
ous programs, and provided support regarding school In-
dividualized Education Program (IEP) and other important 
meetings. Eleven individuals were hired statewide as fam-
ily advocates to assist participants, with whom they shared 
common disability-related experiences, navigate and en-
gage with transition services and supports. 

Notably, prior research confirmed that employment rates 
were significantly higher when participating youth and 
families met with family advocates (Hartman et al., 2019). 
WI PROMISE VR counselors, as well as youth and family 
participants, identified family advocates as an important 
addition to the project. To better understand this additional 
function, we conducted a focus group with the family ad-
vocates to learn about their experience and perspective re-
garding how their role helped influence positive participant 
engagement and employment outcomes. Given the earlier 
positive outcomes, this study then sought to better under-
stand the perspective and experience of family advocates by 
addressing the following research questions: 

1. What strategies were helpful in facilitating youth and 
family engagement in employment-focused transi-
tion services? 

2. How did the family advocate role help facilitate effec-
tive working relationships between participant fami-
lies and VR? 

3. What were the most important roles and duties of the 
family advocates? 
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Table 1. Focus Group Participant Characteristics 

Pseudonym Race/Ethnicity Sex/Gender Age Education 

Farrin African American Female 43 High School 

Glenn Hispanic Female 26 High School 

Kacey White Male 46 College 

Kara African American Female 35 High School 

Lane White Female 40 College 

Monique African American Female 40 College 

Sage African American Female 57 High School 

Skylar White Female 55 High School 

Sophie White Female 43 College 

Method 
Participants 

A focus group consisting of nine family advocates em-
ployed through the WI PROMISE project was conducted. 
Family advocates were hired based on their personal ex-
perience as parents of children with disabilities. Through-
out the demonstration project, over 900 youth and families 
were referred to family advocates by their WI PROMISE VR 
counselor, with 594 participant families opting to use the 
auxiliary service. Once referred, a family advocate residing 
within, or in close proximity to, the family’s home com-
munity was assigned. In addition to a shared community 
affiliation and experiences parenting a child with a dis-
ability, the majority of advocates also shared similar racial, 
socioeconomic, and language backgrounds with their as-
signed families. Table 1 provides an overview of participant 
characteristics. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

The 90-minute focus group used a series of semi-struc-
tured interview questions to guide the discussion. One 
member of the research team served as group moderator 
and ensured that each participant had an opportunity to re-
spond and contribute to the questions posed. Three addi-
tional members of the research team served in supportive 
observational note-taking roles. The interview was con-
ducted during a regularly scheduled monthly meeting of 
family advocates, however supervisors were not included in 
the focus group interview in an effort to foster open and 
authentic conversation. All nine family advocates who at-
tended the monthly meeting volunteered to participate in 
the focus group interview; the remaining two did not at-
tend the meeting due to scheduling conflicts. Written con-
sent was gathered from participants and everyone was re-
minded they could leave and/or skip any questions they did 
not elect to answer. Participants were also reminded that 
the contents of the focus group interview were considered 
private, and everyone agreed not to share direct quotes and 
information outside the boundaries of the session. 

Prior to the focus group, an interview guide and protocol 
were developed based on research questions and aspects of 

the family advocate role. Open-ended questions were used 
to facilitate a semi-structured, rich discussion of family ad-
vocates’ roles and experiences working with youth and fam-
ilies through WI PROMISE. A complete interview protocol 
is available from the first author upon request. The inter-
view session was digitally recorded, and the audio recording 
was subsequently transcribed. Researchers listened to the 
original recording, cleaned the transcripts for accuracy, and 
prepared the data for analysis, which included assigning all 
participants with a pseudonym. NVivo12 software was used 
to organize, code, and preliminarily identify themes within 
the qualitative data. The research team then used open-
coding and inductive analysis methods to interpret mean-
ing from the data, including multiple rounds of discussion 
to reach consensus (Gioia, 2021; Patton, 2015). 

Results 

Family advocates openly expressed their viewpoints re-
garding their own personal strengths and challenges, as 
well as those experienced by participants. They shared the 
importance of working as a team, supporting each other in 
their roles, and using their experiences to work through im-
plementation issues as they arose. From their perspective, 
the family-centered approach offered by WI PROMISE was 
impactful in a positive way. Family advocates saw this as 
important in not only addressing disability, but also effec-
tive in addressing the compounding stressors and impacts 
of poverty and trauma. Lane shared, “I think the best thing 
with PROMISE is they did the whole family, because that 
whole poverty piece, there’s a lot to [it]…”. Family advocates 
also underscored the strength, resiliency, and self-determi-
nation presented by WI PROMISE families, with Sophie not-
ing: 

I would just say overall, I have just been amazed at how 
some of these families have been to hell and back sev-
eral times…And [they do] not allow other people to de-
fine what [their] future is going to be like. And that 
is, it’s powerful, powerful beyond words. And [they are] 
not alone. 

The results of this study are presented to illustrate (a) 
the importance of building trust and raising expectations; 
(b) effective partnership, accountability, and teamwork 
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across systems; and (c) peer-based roles as coach, mentor, 
problem solver, and navigator. 

Building Trust and Raising Expectations 

Across families, advocates implemented trauma-in-
formed practices, including flexible scheduling and commu-
nication, proactively reaching out to connect with youth 
and families, and ongoing promotion of high expectations 
around employment and transition services goal attain-
ment. Family advocates reached out to participants at least 
every three weeks using a variety of communication strate-
gies, including texting, instant messaging, emailing, and 
calling. Family advocates also assured flexibility in meeting 
times and locations, such as meeting during evenings and 
on weekends and allowing youth and families to pick their 
preferred meeting location to enhance engagement. Fur-
ther, family advocates’ emphasis on follow-through, includ-
ing returning calls and completing agreed-upon tasks con-
sistently and in a timely manner, was critical in building 
trust with families. 

Several family advocates mentioned the importance of 
follow-through given that some participants were wary 
based on prior experiences, “So, I think…some of these peo-
ple that the system had failed, or they felt the system had 
failed them, that we were able to re-engage some of these 
people’s trust in us and then trust the system again.” Advo-
cates noted that despite challenges and difficulties in life, 
a number of youth participants increased their employment 
opportunities and income, and successfully resolved trans-
portation challenges. Skylar described the importance of 
encouraging and engaging participants experiencing com-
plex life situations who were frequently in “survival mode” 
and trying to get by day to day: 

Realizing that there’s trauma in most of these families 
and realizing that just because your time is your time, 
it doesn’t mean it’s the right time for them…realizing 
they have this trauma and it may take them time to 
come through it and keep re-engaging with them, 
pushing back a little bit, but letting them know that 
you’re there…A simple text, “Hi, how you doing?” A 
simple little card, “How you doing? Hope you’re having 
a great day. I’m thinking about you.” All that stuff 
means the world to these people because they know an-
other system hasn’t failed them, that you’re still going 
to be there and you realize that just because you feel 
the time is right, doesn’t mean it’s right for them. 

Meeting Basic Needs 

In order to establish rapport and help facilitate engage-
ment with WI PROMISE services and employment, several 
family advocates noted that they first had to help families 
meet basic needs. Many families enrolled in the program 
experienced housing instability, food insecurity, a lack of 
reliable transportation, and scarcity in other key resource 
domains. When considering the youth and families, Sophie 
shared: 

When you talk about needs, I think like their basic 
needs as the parents, as the family, had to be taken care 
of before anything else, before they could even wrap 
their head around anything else. And I think that that 

is part of what we’ve all done is to have those conversa-
tions with and to tear down those barriers. And some-
times of course, just helping them communicate with 
the appropriate people. 

To help youth and families successfully address their ba-
sic needs, it was integral for the family advocate to build 
trust within the relationship. Sage spoke to the importance 
of meeting the family where they are at before guiding them 
toward services and employment: 

I do believe helping them with those other important 
issues, because you didn’t have a place to stay or, or 
cold, and a lot of that stuff…was not on the agenda you 
know, we went as sequence of important to them. We 
conquered those things, then we were able to focus. 
Yeah. And then that ultimately you have to gain trust to 
lead them to a different way. 

Expectations and Goals 

Another important perspective identified was the need 
to manage and expand the expectations families held re-
lated to the potential outcomes regarding service partici-
pation and employment and help address fears and misin-
formation. Family advocates discussed the ways in which 
participants’ expectations and hope about the future were 
positively impacted through their roles. Several methods 
and techniques were implemented to aid in this process, 
ranging from sharing lived experiences, troubleshooting, 
educating participants to help build competency in systems 
navigation, and helping participants overcome their fears 
and misperceptions. Family advocates were able to use their 
personal experience and stories to help participants move 
beyond their limited view of expected outcomes. Skylar 
highlighted the importance of being able to share and lever-
age her lived experience when engaging with participants: 

I think a lot of the parents didn’t think that they could 
go any further because they didn’t know what they 
didn’t know. So, a lot of times when we brought the re-
sources to them or gave them case scenarios of, Hey, we 
know a family who had a child similar to yours or more 
cognitively delayed than yours, that type of, and look at 
where they are now, it is possible. Think more on the 
positive side than the negative side. But when you’re in 
systems like that, in order to get benefits, that’s nor-
mally where you’re drawn to is to think of all the neg-
atives. So, to turn it around and start thinking of the 
positives, it’s a whole different mindset that you have 
to get yourself into. 

Another example came from Sophie sharing a personal 
experience about helping her siblings with disabilities over-
come barriers and gain employment: 

I think that those social stories to be able to say, from 
my experience…my brother with a disability and yes, 
he’s, yes, he has a developmental disability. Yes, he’s 
driving. Yes, he’s working full-time. Really truly meant 
something to those families because they believed me 
because they knew that I was coming from a place of ex-
perience and that it truly made a huge difference. And 
I think we’ve had this discussion about our own experi-
ence, how that really impacted those things. 
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Some family advocates discussed the influence of gener-
ational poverty, employing a “culture of poverty” view that 
connected unemployment to reliance on federal benefits as 
a primary income source. Monique expressed this point of 
view, stating, 

A lot of people that’s in low-income situations, they 
mainly felt like, it’s like a generational agenda, to be 
generationally low income or you know, it’s just, it’s, 
in the mindset like I’m gonna get a check, you gonna 
get a check. We gonna get a check. This here is inher-
ited behavior in that and that they felt like this was 
the only way that they could make it. So, if they get a 
job, they’re not going to be able to get this check, but 
not really realizing that if this person getting job and 
then it will bring more income into the house then what 
you’re getting out of a check. But the check was more 
secure. It was a secure thing to have. But having, being 
able to move them from that, for the young people was 
a big deal. Learning from the parents and the grandpar-
ents and the people before them seeing that that’s way 
that they were going. So, I think that was a big thing for 
me as well. 

A fear of losing their benefits was identified by other 
family advocates, too. Family advocates frequently con-
nected the families to a benefits specialist who could ed-
ucate them on benefits and try to dispel their fears. Part 
of the family advocates’ role was to educate families about 
their benefits and try to break down fears, anxiety, and 
myths about employment. One family advocate expressed 
that having available services, like benefits counseling, was 
helpful in moving youth and families closer to employment. 
Farrin stated: 

And I think that being able to for us having, to readily 
access, to be able to say, Hey, we need these services 
like benefit analysis, to be able to bring people to sit 
down with them saying you can still get your check and 
then letting them know you’re not going to be cut off. 
You can work. This is how much money you can make 
and letting them realize they can succeed. There are 
things out there that they can do with a disability. And 
still be able to work. 

Kara shared that her youth and families started identi-
fying meaningful goals and working through various barri-
ers while simultaneously also increasing their income. She 
said, “like setting higher expectations for themselves…and 
be able to live what you know without the barriers like, or 
even just to be able to have a little more extra spending 
money.” Family advocates noted that use of goal driven 
plans helped maintain a focus on employment while also 
helping families overcome barriers that impeded engage-
ment in services. Kacey said: 

…but how are we working towards and keeping that, 
you know, someone overseeing us and managing us to 
remind us of the things that, 'cause it’s easy to get 
caught up in their stuff and forget the goal of employ-
ment, but having good supervisors. And then…having 
those meetings and making sure we stay that focused 
because you have, having that structure, having where 
we had people to answer to it, cause it’s not like we’re 
out there and just freelancing all over the place that 
there’s structure built in and that we’re meeting with 

someone that makes sure that we’re, that we’re staying 
focused on the, you know, that we, yes, we have to help 
families address these issues so they have employment 
goals, but making sure we get to those employment 
goals. 

Effective Partnership, Accountability, and 
Teamwork 

While family advocates shared a range of experiences in 
partnering with WI PROMISE VR counselors, schools, and 
service providers, one of the prominent themes involved 
approaching it as an effective partnership and teamwork. 
Many advocates spoke to the mutual accountability this 
type of relationship promoted, helping ensure that various 
members of a youth’s team were completing agreed upon 
next steps. To help build this alliance, one geographic re-
gion arranged regular meetings between the WI PROMISE 
VR counselors and family advocates to actively review cases 
on which they were collaboratively working. Highlighting 
the importance of the establishing positive working rela-
tionships between advocates and WI PROMISE VR coun-
selors, Kacey stated: 

Yeah…the [WI PROMISE VR] counselors that were will-
ing to do that and meet with us and bought into what 
we were doing. And I think, I think if you looked back 
and saw the families with the biggest gains, I bet if you 
dug into those cases, it would be where the family ad-
vocate was involved in. You had buy-in from the [WI 
PROMISE VR] counselor on the family advocate posi-
tion. 

As Skylar stated, part of this responsibility included 
holding providers accountable to ensure participants were 
receiving the services they needed: 

We could definitely bridge the gap between them and a 
lot of the service providers because a lot of times they 
would call, couldn’t get through or didn’t know what we 
knew. We were kind of on the front end. Sometimes we 
knew things that they didn’t know. So maybe we knew 
that person. Like in direct response, like [WI PROMISE 
VR], we would know that the person was out, or they 
are harder to reach and sometimes we would have to 
go through other methods to make sure they got back. 
But they knew if they told us that we would be there for 
them and we would follow it through to the end. 

Beyond ensuring that participants’ needs were met, fam-
ily advocates served as a bridge between participants and 
WI PROMISE VR counselors, particularly when reengaging 
inactive cases or helping youth understand their working 
relationship with their counselor. Kacey spoke to both of 
these points when she stated: 

Yeah, 'cause we could help them work through like the 
conflict resolution stuff with [WI PROMISE VR] where, 
where in the past, like if VR lets down a client they’re 
just going to walk away but they come back to us and 
say [WI PROMISE VR] let us down. Then we can say 
well this is how you appeal that decision. This is who 
you go to. And you know we had some direct lines, but 
then we also could teach them that in you know how 
to do it when we weren’t there. This is how you appeal 
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that decision. This is how like if you really just can’t 
work with your [WI PROMISE VR] counselor, this is how 
you change it. But as far as working together, the other 
thing is I think that the agencies like the [WI PROMISE 
VR] counselors that have bought into our role and then 
reached out to us to find out some of that back infor-
mation because they didn’t have as much time. 

The WI PROMISE program offered various services and 
training to participants. As such, participants were often re-
quired to meet and interact with a wide range of profession-
als to complete different activities. WI PROMISE VR coun-
selors connected youth and families to a variety of services 
provided by different service providers. Despite best efforts 
coordinating services, navigation of service systems could 
be complicated and overwhelming. Family advocates pro-
vided life experience and a peer perspective to help bridge 
or liaison between participants and service providers when 
needed, helping support smooth transitions and navigation 
of the complex network of services and providers. Acting as 
a link between participants and service providers also al-
lowed family advocates to help demystify the process and 
facilitate an understanding of the various activities in-
volved. Sage touched on helping families navigate a broad 
web of providers when she stated, “Positions weren’t ex-
plained to our parents as to who did what…we wouldn’t 
even know who they were and if they’re asking questions, 
we want to direct them to the proper person.” Sage and 
other family advocates found it useful to provide families 
with a list of their team members, including which services 
they provided as well as their contact information. 

Another strategy implemented by Glenn involved includ-
ing all members of a participant’s team in email communi-
cations to help clearly delineate roles, responsibilities, and 
a path forward for the youth. 

I think the strategy that worked for me is that I brought 
[WI PROMISE] VR attention to see can we have the ser-
vice providers that are helping a family. So, we had a 
benefit specialist, a job coach, a financial coach just so 
the family can see the faces. And then after the meeting 
I send out an email. Like this is what we talked about 
and our roles of what each were going to do. I mean the 
role we’re each gonna take to follow up with the family 
to, but the family got to see each phase…I think was a 
good strategy that helped a lot. 

Focus group participants shared mixed experiences in 
working with youth, families, and local schools. WI 
PROMISE emphasized PROMISE VR and school collabora-
tion in implementing postsecondary transition plans and 
services. To aid participant family engagement with 
schools, WI PROMISE collaborated with Wisconsin Family 
Assistance Center for Education, Training, and Support 
(WI-FACETS) and Wisconsin Statewide Parent Educator Ini-
tiative (WSPEI). These collaborations led to improved em-
ployment outcomes for WI PROMISE participants (Hartman 
et al., 2019). Still, even with these collaborations, some 
youth and families still struggled developing effective part-
nerships with the school, and had questions regarding aca-
demic, behavior, and IEP processes that best aid the transi-
tion from school to career. Several of the family advocates 
indicated they struggled to navigate the best ways to help 

mitigate challenges regarding school collaboration, coordi-
nation, and the IEP process. One participant stated, “I had 
a client who only wants to meet at school but, I couldn’t go 
into the school”, while another participant stated: 

So, the IEP thing, so that something that we thought 
we’d be able to, because according to the rules of the 
IEP, the family’s allowed to bring whoever they want. 
But then we were told we couldn’t go. And so, I think 
there was some misconception about the, the name ad-
vocate, I think that has a, it has a connotation through-
out the state that, you know, and I don’t, it doesn’t 
matter whether or not it’s fair, it’s there. But I think, 
'cause we would talk with families about how to, in a lot 
of the IEP is what setting up their goals for the future. 
So, if they don’t feel like they’re part of that team and if 
they don’t feel like they have people that they want to 
support them there, it’s, it’s hurting the transition. And 
so, I think that was important. 

Other family advocates did not have challenges accessing 
the schools, 

…But we were able to go to the school in [City 1] and 
[City 2] that was the best thing we were able to do once 
we got [City 1] and [City 2] together 'cause they let them 
be there. But we were able to work with the counselors 
in the school and the transition coordinators and when 
we were going in asking questions about like, well, they 
gonna graduate. Then they’re getting out of school at 
10 o’clock. Wow. What are you all doing for transition-
ing to help this person go to college or help this person 
get job skills because the school pays for them so that 
they can have these skills when they are not worked too 
much. I have time on my hands. We were able to get in 
and do that and able to get in to do some of the self-
advocacy and family advocacy training and they let us 
come in during lunch break. That was a big thing for us. 

Family Advocate as Coach, Problem Solver, and 
Navigator 

Several family advocates considered their role as coach 
to be a top priority. In addition to informing families about 
various services, they felt strongly about presenting infor-
mation in a manner that encouraged participants to self-
advocate and navigate systems independently into the fu-
ture. Family advocates served to educate participants about 
employment possibilities and had time to sit down with the 
families and explain how benefits worked. This in turn, was 
perceived to help increase participants’ self-confidence in 
pursuing employment opportunities, dispel myths, and ex-
plore options for future economic mobility. Farrin shared: 

…to be able to sit down with them saying you can still 
get your check and then letting them know you’re not 
going to be cut off. You can work. This is how much 
money you can make and letting them realize they can 
succeed. There are things out there that they can do 
with a disability. And still be able to work. And some of 
them are like, “I can work?” They were told they could 
never work; they could make money and then it’s a rev-
elation to them. 

Family advocates also taught youth and families how to 
effectively work with VR so that when the PROMISE demon-
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stration project ended, participants would have the skills 
and knowledge to effectively continue to advocate and 
manage working relationships with VR on their own. Sev-
eral family advocates also stated that engaging youth and 
families in training and providing mentoring were key parts 
of their role. Monique commented that family advocates 
were key in helping their youth and families connect to crit-
ical services. She stated: 

And so, for me, I think we started out, we started out as 
trying to help them with certain things…and we ended 
up being the connection between the more needed ser-
vices that they really, really needed. And we were the 
people. I think we became like we were the people that 
put the fires out. 

Several family advocates conveyed their role as being 
a mentor to help empower participants, particularly those 
facing barriers or lacking prior experience with providers 
and systems. Sophie’s quote helps to illustrate this further, 

And also, as a mentor. And then I always say that I 
feel like I’ve been a part cheerleader as well. When 
they have experienced situations with other service 
providers that have left them demoralized and frus-
trated it often, I felt like I’ve helped empower them and 
build their spirits up so that they can continue to keep 
accessing the supports and services that are beneficial 
for them. 

Family advocates provided guidance and encouraged 
youth and families to keep engaging in programs, services, 
and trainings even if they had been disappointed in the 
past. Kacey remarked: 

And again, like you said, where that mentorship role, 
where we helped and depending on where the family 
was, helped them initially and then transferred the 
work back over to them. So that they, the time needs 
to make the contacts on their own and thinking about 
the way systems are siloed and helping them figure out 
how to connect it, but walking them through it because 
they so often they’d, they were let down by systems 
and shutdown and they needed someone to walk them 
through to help build confidence. 

While many family advocates felt like they provided lived 
experience and emotional support, others saw their role as a 
versatile supporter with the ability to address complex and 
diverse needs. Sophie stated: 

But I think what became a bigger part of our role was 
to just help them problem solve, you know, because a 
lot of these families came with issues that weren’t nec-
essarily being handled, whether it be depending on the 
area housing or food or things like that. And then just 
helping them problem solve so that way they could fo-
cus on finding jobs and doing some other stuff. So, I 
think…we ended up becoming just more of a catchall 
and then helping them look for resources. 

Family advocates often found that their main role was to 
help participants navigate the dense web of contacts, ser-
vices, and providers. Lane shared, “I think kind of system 
navigations…and helping them trust the systems with, you 
know, besides everything else that everybody else said. I 

had many people who didn’t know about certain programs,” 
and, “…That we could definitely bridge the gap between 
them and a lot of the service providers because a lot of times 
they would call, couldn’t get through or didn’t know what 
we knew. We were kind of on the front end.” Another family 
advocate expressed a similar view in regard to families from 
historically marginalized groups who had been let down by 
systems in the past that had resulted in broken trust. Kacey 
said: 

But as I think you bring up a great point about the 
difference in the underserved communities and in the 
black and brown families were that many of our fam-
ilies felt shut down by the system. Especially families 
in minority [communities] where I work in the, my part 
of the state, there’s a lot of Native communities that 
felt cut off and felt like the systems weren’t available 
to them and, and helping them re-engage in the sys-
tem, cause it’s a problem across all of them. But it was 
a marked problem when you went in minority families. 

Several family advocates discussed the resiliency they 
saw in their youth and families despite experiencing being 
faced with numerous barriers. Lane commented, “Yeah, I 
think for the strength and resiliency is, but get back up after 
they hit those barriers and then continue to get back up af-
ter they hit barrier after barrier after barrier. Never give up.” 
Another family advocate concurred and discussed a specific 
family’s employment and involvement in the program even 
when they were confronted with challenges along the way: 

They had all kinds of barriers. They had jobs that didn’t 
work out. They re-engaged and now, because [we] be-
lieved in them, they stuck with the system. We had a 
family where everybody was on assistance and now all 
of them are employed and mom was going to college. 

Future Implications for Practice and Research 

This study sought to better understand perspectives 
shared by family advocates based on their work with youth 
and families during the WI PROMISE project. Family advo-
cates’ perspectives inform the development and success of 
programs assisting youth with disabilities transition to pos-
itive postsecondary outcomes. Challenges related to gen-
erational poverty were consistently noted throughout the 
conversation, with family advocates sharing that many fam-
ilies believe the system had failed them. Many public pro-
grams were designed using white, middle-class frameworks, 
which may not consider hardships and adversity experi-
enced by those from diverse backgrounds, including those 
with significantly limited resources. For those experiencing 
both disability and poverty, and working with multiple pro-
grams and providers, it can take a considerable amount of 
time and energy to effectively navigate these systems. Ad-
ditional research about the role of family advocates working 
with families and individuals with disabilities can help pin-
point how shared life experiences may foster trust and com-
munication. Important questions related to where these po-
sitions reside organizationally, and clearly understanding 
and defining role and function, will guide further develop-
ment and refinement of the model. Furthermore, research 
to better understand the nuances of recruiting and prepar-
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ing individuals with firsthand experience to serve as family 
advocates will be important in developing strategies to en-
hance efficiency, effectiveness, and efficacy throughout the 
implementation process. 

A growing body of empirical knowledge underscores the 
importance of integrating trauma-informed approaches 
into health and human services programs, including build-
ing trusting relationships, offering flexible service delivery 
formats, and working to empower participants, mirrors the 
input and recommendations provided by family advocates 
(P. Carter & Blanch, 2019; O’Sullivan et al., 2019). Given 
that SSI is a needs-based program for those with limited in-
come and assets, youth and families receiving this benefit 
may be more likely to experience the compounding influ-
ences of trauma. Therefore, integrating peer-based trauma-
informed approaches, such as family advocates or similar 
coaching and navigation roles into VR and related employ-
ment programs, offers considerable opportunity to increase 
engagement and employment outcomes with this popula-
tion. 

While this study was conducted prior to COVID-19, the 
youth and families served by many of the family advocates 
represent communities and populations disproportionately 
impacted by the pandemic (Collin-Vézina et al., 2020; Lund, 
2020; Webb Hooper et al., 2020). Therefore, the need for 
trauma-informed approaches to employment and transition 
services for youth and families receiving SSI may be even 
greater moving forward. Given the demonstrated efficacy of 
family advocates in Wisconsin (Hartman et al., 2019, 2021), 
coupled with valuable perspectives from individuals having 
served in the role, the integration of similar peer-based po-
sitions to help low-income youth with disabilities and their 
families navigate the transition and employment process is 
recommended. Testing this model in additional states col-
laboratively across systems including VR, education, health 
and human services, and community service providers of-
fers a sound opportunity to better serve this population, 
enhance engagement and success in disability employment 
programs, and meaningfully change the future career and 
life trajectory for youth with disabilities. 
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