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2023 Highlights by the Numbers

5,948
Youth, Parents, & Caregivers 
Engaged 
We engaged 5,948 youth, parents, and 
caregivers impacted by the child welfare 
through our research, surveys, in-person 
engagements, and Virtual Support Services.

2,279
Youth, Parents, & Caregivers 
Participated in Research
2,279 youth, caregivers, and parents impacted 
by the child welfare system participated in our 
research studies, surveys, and in-person 
engagements.

7,099
Responses 
to Requests
We responded to 7,099 requests on behalf of 
3,669 families – helping them access over $50 
million in resources. 

57
Congressional 
Offices
We met with 57 congressional offices across 
both parties from 29 states, three White House 
offices, and four federal agencies.
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How might we create a 
blueprints for Integrating 
Lived Experience in a new 
model?  
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National Children’s Bureau Convening on Kinship Care 
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Challenge: The current administration had limited 
time and resources left.

Question posed: What should we prioritize to make 
the most impact with young people’s insights?

Children’s Bureau’s partnership with Think of Us: 
They reached out to design a convening that wasn’t 
about collecting more recommendations but about 
making critical decisions.

Goal: Shift the role of youth from recommending 
changes to prioritizing actions based on constraints.

Context
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Traditional model: Lived experience is often extracted 
through storytelling, and youth are rarely involved in final 
decision-making or implementation.

New approach: The convening focused on integrating 
young people as full partners in the process of prioritizing, 
not just asking for input.

Lived experience drives decisions: Youth weren’t just there 
to share stories—they helped define the key policy priorities 
and shape how resources were directed.

Moving Beyond Engagement to Full Integration
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Clear expectations for Ambassadors:

● The goal was not to tell personal stories of trauma unless they 
chose to, but to focus on policy-level solutions and systemic 
change.

● Ambassadors were compensated for their time and expertise, 
reinforcing that their participation was professional and valued.

Ambassadors as partners: They were positioned as key voices in 
developing actionable recommendations for what to prioritize for 
federal policymakers.

Shifting the Focus to Systemic Change
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1. Diversity as a Core Principle

● Goal: Ensure demographic, geographic, and experiential diversity.

● Demographic Diversity: Considered age, race, gender identity, and sexual orientation 
to ensure a broad range of backgrounds.

● Geographic Representation: Selected Ambassadors from urban, suburban, and rural 
areas across the U.S. to capture a wide range of regional perspectives.

2. Experiential Diversity

● Different Experiences in Care:Ambassadors included individuals who were 
adopted, reunified, aged out, or placed in group homes or kinship care.

● Current Life Situations: Also considered factors like whether applicants were 
expectant or parenting youth, experienced homelessness, had a disability, or 
were in higher education or employment.

Ambassador Selection Process - Part 1
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Selection 
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Receive input from advocacy 
organizations regarding the 
universe of possible actions 
that the federal agency can 

take 

Convene together in Washington D.C. 
to discuss their recommendations 

with federal decision makers, 
including the Associate Commissioner 

of the Children’s Bureau

Participate in virtual trainings 
to understand the possibilities 
of administrative action and 

effective advocacy 

Get proximate by engaging 
with other youth with lived 

experience and advocates to 
expand the views and ideas 

they bring to discussions with 
policymakers

Compile their 
recommendations into an 
advocacy report that will 
be shared widely with the 

field
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Partner organization: Unicorn Solutions, LLC (led by lived 
experts).

Training focus: Providing a foundation in administrative 
advocacy and a deep dive into the Children’s Bureau’s role, 
history, powers, and limitations.

Key skill development: Ambassadors were trained to 
participate as subject matter experts in federal policymaking, 
not simply share personal narratives.

Two training sessions: One held on a weekday evening and 
one on a Saturday to accommodate different schedules and 
ensure no one had to miss work or other commitments.

Preparing the Ambassadors
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Listening sessions held before the convening:

● Purpose: To ensure the Ambassadors could understand 
and reflect broader youth experiences, not just their own.

● Involved young people not selected as Ambassadors, 
providing them a voice in the process.

Crowdsourcing input: 58 policy advocates, practitioners, and 
lived experts contributed potential federal policy actions, which 
were compiled into a working document.

Outcome: Ambassadors didn’t rely solely on their personal 
narratives; they engaged with a wide array of insights and 
systemic challenges.

Broadening Perspectives: Listening Sessions and Crowdsourcing
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Being an Ambassador
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Build Community 
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Small group structure: Each group included four Ambassadors, one or more 
federal team members, and a facilitator.

Focus areas: Five key policy areas discussed—relationships and placements, 
system practices, preparation for adulthood, health and well-being, and 
economic security.

Discussion method: The groups evaluated potential actions based on:

● Depth of impact: How transformational the policy could be.

● Breadth of impact: How many youth would be affected.

● Equity: How the action would affect populations that are underserved 
or marginalized.

Strategic Design Sessions in Action
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● Voting process: Ambassadors used a voting system to 
select top priorities based on the three criteria.

● Prioritization goals: Focus on policies that could 
realistically be enacted with the limited time and 
resources available.

● Outcome: The top six priorities were selected based on 
the most votes and further discussion.

From Ideas to Prioritized Actions
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“We must work tirelessly to ensure that our government 
upholds the dignity of all families, recognizing that the 

separation of families is a grave injustice that echoes the 
darkest chapters of our history. True justice demands that 

families remain united, supported by policies that foster 
community, understanding, and equality.”

Michelle Alexander

The Call 
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Thank You! 
sixto@thinkofus.org


