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Dear Reader, 

 

In 2009, the Federal Childrenôs Bureau awarded the State of Hawaiói Department of Human Services (DHS), along 

with 12 other national sites, a three-year grant under the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adop-

tions Act of 2008. The purpose of the grant was to further the intention of the law and to conduct studies to deter-

mine the efficacy of family engagement. (By family engagement we mean reconnecting immediate and extended 

family to their kin in foster care, and including them in the decision making process related to the placement and 

care of the children.) The Hawaiói DHS contracted with EPIC óOhana, Inc. (EPIC) to implement the study and pro-

vide the services. A final report of that work is available online at: www.FosteringConnections.org/Hawaii. (Follow 

the link to HI: State of Hawaiói Department of Human Services Family Connection Grant Summary.)  

 

This manual is born from our experience implementing the grant and from EPICôs history of advocating for family 

engagement within Child Welfare practices. At our first manual writing meeting our staff struggled with what to say 

and how to say it. After doing research, the team decided a manual detailing ñhowò to do family engagement work 

wasnôt necessary. An excellent and detailed implementation manual is available online at: FGDM Guidelines ï 

American Humane Association.  

 

Instead, we chose to write about the intention of this work. Why are the changes we try to bring about important? 

What are the values that fuel our efforts and how do we embody them? What wisdom from our host Native Hawai-

ian culture informs our practice and inspires our work? 

 

Child Welfare Services around the country are going through a paradigm shift. A top-down, hierarchical approach 

is being replaced with a collaborative process that involves all stakeholders, including families, sitting at the deci-

sion-making table. As a values driven agency, this manual is our attempt to support the foundation of that shift by 

articulating the ground we stand on. Itôs a ground influenced by the MǕori of New Zealand, the enduring spirit 

of the Hawaiian culture, and the intimacy of island life where nearly every adult is called ñauntieò or ñuncleò by 

the young. Itôs a ground influenced by the Hawaiian tradition of pono or goodness/uprightness which requires 

shared respect and responsibility. And, finally, itôs a ground influenced by many national innovators who have de-

veloped and continue to pursue best practices implementation within the Child Welfare System.  

 

This manual is written for lay people who are interested in family engagement work, direct service providers, pro-

gram managers, and administrators who wish to implement family engagement programs and strive to ensure the 

provision of quality services. In our work with families we have learned that using language that is accessible and 

straightforward is not only respectful, it is essential. In honoring that valuable lesson, this manual is written in an 

informal voice with as little academic or professional jargon as possible.  

 

We hope you find these pages beneficial. We also hope our story and values spark your thoughts about the wisdom 

of your local culture, and the ground you stand on as your program grows and develops to fit the needs of your 

community. Much of what we say may be familiar and in alignment with your existing values, some may be new or 

said in a new way. At EPIC weôve found having our values inform our work steers what we do and how we interact 

with people. Itôs also our values that keep us in balance during rocky times and restores our passion when we feel 

spent. If this manual can help inspire that same steadiness and nourishment within you, the reader, we will be very 

happy indeed. 

 

Aloha, 

The EPIC óOhana manual team 
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MOST OF US WOULD AGREE, without the courage and dedication of social workers who step into the ground zero of a fam-

ilyôs pain many children would not be shielded from further abuse and neglect. Though Child Welfare Services (CWS) engage-

ment is commonly experienced by families as intrusive, it is the stateôs intervention and supplemental services that help parents 

change their behavior. It is the seriousness of the CWS action that gives vulnerable children a chance for a more secure, healthy 

home life. 

 

Making sure children are safe is the top priority of CWS and has been since the first legal case of child protection in 1874.1 His-

torically, keeping children safe often meant removing them from their homes without any consideration for maintaining their 

family connections. However, in recent decades, Child Welfare practices have become increasingly responsive to childrenôs addi-

tional needs for stability, love, and strong bonds with family, community members, and friends. Abuse and neglect are traumatic, 

but separation from oneôs parents and family, along with the often accompanying change in school, neighborhood, and even cul-

ture, is now recognized as causing emotional scars as well. Reducing these secondary destabilizing losses, while keeping the chil-

dren safe, is the goal of all our family engagement work.  

 

Because of the familyôs painful circumstances and the stress of the protective actions involved, promoting and maintaining fami-

ly connections isnôt always easy. A family may feel intimidated by the stateôs authority and power over their lives. Child Welfare 

workers, hearing conflicting accounts of abuse or neglect, may distrust the family and fear that they cannot provide adequate 

safety and support for their children. In addition, if a child has been in foster care for many years, reconnecting with family will 

have further challenges as the loss of shared and formative experiences creates a gap that can be difficult to bridge. Maintaining 

continuity and connection in a family that has been torn apart requires dedication and perseverance from everyone involved. 

 

Here at EPIC óOhana, Inc. (EPIC) our commitment to family engagement is our lifeblood. óOhana means family in Hawaiian, 

and all that we do is geared towards empowering families and their children in foster care. While placement with family is fre-

quently the outcome of our efforts, at times that is not a viable option. When it isnôt, families are still given a pathway to connec-

tion and a seat at the decision-making table through our Family Group Decision Making (FGDM) process called óOhana Confer-

encing. Four EPIC programs ï óOhana Conferencing, Youth Circles, Family Finding, and óOhana Connections ï create opportu-

nities for the family and children to 

remain in contact, and for the families 

to play a supportive role in the chil-

drenôs development and transition into 

adulthood.  

 

Engaging families involved with CWS is important and deeply gratifying work. We like to think of it as reweaving the familyôs 

cloth which has been torn apart by the abuse and the necessary state intervention. While the family cloth may never again be the 

same the crisis, if worked through, can make the family stronger and more resilient. Though their cloth may end up looking like a 

complex quilt, for nearly all our families their family connections are what they value most in life. 

 

Since we believe ancestry and a familyôs cloth are so important, in this manual we want to describe our beginning, acknowledge 

our founders, and share the traditions and values that inform our development and practices. Section One: History and Programs 

describes our growing pains, provides a snapshot of how FGDM developed in Hawaiói, and is followed by a brief description of 

our services. Section Two: Guiding Principles and Influences discusses our values, cultural influences, and gives case examples 

of our values in action. As is standard practice, the names and identifying case details have been altered to ensure confidentiality. 

 

Here, then, is our story and the values we believe are necessary to reweave family connections.  

Introduction 

ñMaintaining continuity and connection in a family that 

has been torn apart requires dedication and perseverance 

from everyone involvedò 
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HONOLULU, HAWAIóI, 1996. Dr. Susan Chandler is head 

of the Department of Human Services (DHS) and Judge Mi-

chael Town is the Senior Family Court Judge of the First Cir-

cuit. Both are interested in Native Hawaiian rights and are 

open to restorative justice practices as they relate to families.  

 

Due to Dr. Chandler and Judge Townôs advocacy, a two-year 

grant from the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation is awarded 

to the Family Court, County of Honolulu, Hawaiói. Along 

with three other mainland counties, Hawaiói is tasked with 

developing and implementing a Family Group Decision Mak-

ing (FGDM) model. Inspired by the 1989 New Zealandôs 

ñChildren and Young Persons and Their Family Act,ò the 

grant is part of a larger Model Family Court ñDiversion Pro-

jectò sponsored by the National Council of Juvenile and Fam-

ily Court Judges.* The purpose of FGDM is to engage gov-

ernment, community, and family members to collaboratively 

reduce the number of children in care by recognizing and 

building on each familyôs strengths, empowering the family 

to respond to the needs of their own kin, and eliciting com-

munity support to bolster success. The goal of the grant is to 

develop a FGDM process for the nation.  

 

A year later Hawaiói is chosen to host a week-long meeting. 

Attending will be the other pilot project representatives, 

members of the National Council of Juvenile and Family 

Court Judges, Hawaiói Family Court judges and other court 

* 
According to the Technical Assistance Bulletin, No. 1, April 2003, National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges, ñThe Diversion Model Court 

Project brought together four communities, led by juvenile and family court judges, to work collaboratively with other systemsô professionals to develop 

community based plans to safely divert families from unnecessary court involvement and long-term foster care while addressing the needs of their families. 

Identified directions for change were: using community alternatives that address the complexity of family strengths to safely divert families from traditional 
child protective services; designing child protective services to be more responsive to the variety of familiesô and communitiesô needs; developing new 

partnerships between local communities and state agencies for the protection of children; and emphasizing court oversight of these efforts so that all members of 

child welfare, social service and justice systems are responsible for the outcomes.ò  
 
À 
The Waióanae coast is north of Honolulu on the island of Oóahu. It is the more affordable and therefore more ñlocalò area of Oóahu, with a strong sense of 

community and identity. Poverty and generosity live side by side; while there is a large homeless population, there is also much community organizing and 

support. 
 
ÿ 
In 1909, Queen Lilióuokalani executed a Deed of Trust, which established a private foundation dedicated to the welfare of orphan and destitute children. Queen 

Lilióuokalaniôs Childrenôs Center is a social service agency created to fulfill that trust.  

Section One: History and Programs 

personnel, CWS employees, community groups, and, perhaps 

most importantly, several MǕori representatives from New 

Zealand - the original inspirers of the FGDM model. The 

leaders of the WaióanaeÀ community assist with the itinerary; 

approximately 45 visitors will attend.  

 

The meeting is held in May of 1997 on the green lawn of 

Queen Lilióuokalani Childrenôs Center.ÿ Cradled by the rug-

ged and majestic Waióanae mountain range of Oóahu on one 

side and embraced by lulling ocean waves on the other, local 

residents and community advocates welcome guests to a cere-

mony which is designed to herald a restitution of pono 

(goodness/uprightness) among the people. As the residents 

greet guests with lei, the tropical Hawaiian breeze carries 

with it a spirit of hope: hope for the restoration of justice for 

the families and children of Hawaiói who have been mistreat-

ed, and hope that now is the time to let go of blame, bring in 

understanding, and develop genuine partnerships between the 

government and the community. 

 

A Hawaiian kȊpuna (elder) offers a gift of an oli or Hawaiian 

chant: ñIke aku, óike mai kǾkua aku kǾkua mai; pela iho la ka 

óohanaò ï recognize others, be recognized, help others, be 

helped; such is a family relationship. With Mount Kaóala in 

the distance, the oli speaks to the heart of what the Native 

Hawaiians have always known: that to have lokahi, or unity 

and harmony, there must be reciprocity and balance with 

óǕina (nature), kanaka (humankind), and nǕ akua (gods). The 

oli reminds the participants of their interdependence and the 

importance of respect and consideration. 

 

 

ñHeed not my weakness, nurture my 

strengthsò 

EPICôs First Birthday: Convening at Queen Lilióuokalani Childrenôs Center 
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The guests watch in awe as 

a demonstration of the lua, 

a traditional Hawaiian mar-

tial arts practice that uses spears 

and daggers, is performed. The powerful, 

dramatic movements and the forceful declarations an-

nounce that this gathering is taking place in a land with its 

own culture and strong heritage, a culture deserving of 

recognition and respect. The lua catches everyoneôs attention 

and energizes the gathering.  

 

The MǕori continue the ceremony with a presentation of a 

haka, a traditional ancestral war chant. This is the MǕoriôs 

gift to the participants. Local residents watch closely for the 

visitorsô responses to the vigorous dance performed with 

robust feet stomping and body slapping. ñWaihoa ko oku 

whengu, mauria mai ko oku paingaò ï Heed not my weak-

ness, nurture my strengths ï the MǕori implore as they con-

tort their faces while showing off the whites of their eyes 

and poking out their tongues. They recite the names of their 

ancestral lineage ï honoring those that came before with 

cries for the resurrection of their vital traditions. Through 

their haka the MǕori call for everyone present to take re-

sponsibility for the outcome of the gathering.  

 

Arlynna Livingston, who becomes the first Executive Direc-

tor of EPIC, is a student of Tibetan Buddhism. She offers a 

Tibetan welcome: ñTa Ya Tha Om Muni Muni Maha Muniye 

Sohaò ï this is the mantra of the Buddha that asks 

everyone to have unbiased love and compassion 

for all beings; to actualize the six perfections of 

generosity, ethics, patience, joyous effort, concen-

tration, and wisdom; and to wish the six perfections 

for all sentient beings. 

 

The mantra is repeated in the four directions with the 

intent of laying the foundation for all the blessings to 

take root. It is said the gathering is the beginning of a more 

compassionate, respectful process of family and community 

engagement that includes cultural communities, poverty 

communities, the courts, and state and national service pro-

viders. The mantra is invoked to bless the founding of 

óOhana Conferencing, Hawaióiôs FGDM model, and every-

oneôs continued efforts to reduce suffering. 

 

Some of the guests experience this convening as intimidat-

ing; others are stunned and describe it as ñmost spectacular.ò 

In the end, however, everyone agrees it created an atmos-

phere that engaged the heart as well as the mind, and set the 

stage for a very productive week-long conference.  
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PRIOR TO THE AWARDING of the initial grant and the 

above convening, the need for change in Child Welfare prac-

tices in Hawaiói had been brewing. In 1995, the Hawaiói State 

Legislature funded a committee to gather information from 

all the islandsô communities regarding the impact of the cur-

rent Child Welfare practices on families. What they found 

was disconcerting. Throughout the state there was tremen-

dous angst and frustration felt in local communities due to the 

lack of communication from state agencies when a child was 

removed. The fractured system would often let 30 days lapse 

between a childôs removal from the home and the first child-

parent visit. Also, case information was rarely shared with 

other family members during that time. The families resented 

being left in the dark and felt unnecessary trauma was created 

for the children and the family. In addition, much like their 

MǕori counterparts, Native Hawaiians felt culturally disen-

franchised because they experienced disproportionally higher 

rates of CWS involvement than the general population. For 

the evaluators it became clear: to effectively modify the Child 

Welfare System in Hawaiói, embracing the cultural values 

that resonated within the communities was critical if positive 

changes were to occur. The state had to meet people on their 

own turf.  

 

This, then, was the rocky soil EPIC was planted in: families 

distrusted CWS, and CWS workers were apprehensive about 

sharing power. Dr. Chandler, DHS Director 

(of which CWS is a branch), said this about 

the typical social worker response, ñBarriers 

were all inside CPS [Child Protective Ser-

vices]. Staff members had a hard time giving 

up time to family. Social workers said, óI did-

nôt get a Masterôs in social work to give deci-

sion-making power to the family.ôò2 

 

To respond to the misgivings on both sides, the founders of 

Hawaióiôs FGDM model decided it was best to communicate 

directly with individuals and community groups. Three days 

of meetings were held with over one hundred participants that 

represented the spectrum of service providers and community 

members. Presentations on the MǕori and Hawaiian traditions 

of conflict resolution and group decision making were given, 

as was a presentation on Western mediation practices. 

Breakout sessions with the participants followed, and from 

those discussions the core values and elements of Hawaiᾶiôs 

FGDM model were hammered out. ᾶOhana Conferencing 

(which will be described in detail later) began to take shape. 

 

Having the beginnings of a model in hand, Dr. Chandler, 

Judge Town, and EPICôs new staff -Arlynna Livingston, 

and Laurie Tochiki (former Assistant Dean of the Universi-

ty of Hawaiói William S. Richardson School of Law and 

EPICôs current CEO) - realized it would first take tilling 

that rocky soil if there was any hope for óOhana Conferenc-

ing to take hold. They began meeting with Child Welfare 

professionals, members of the Judiciary, other service agen-

cy providers, and community organizations (some of whom 

had formed to protest the way Native Hawaiian and Pacific 

Islander families were being treated). With each encounter 

the team members listened, explored concerns, and asked 

for help to find solutions to the problems. As part of the on-

going conversation, óOhana Conferencing was offered as an 

alternative approach to the status quo.  

 

The team also worked to bring together community mem-

bers, DHS staff, judges, and families who had ñlostò chil-

dren to CWS, so they could hear the familiesô experiences 

and understand their pain and anger. The participants often 

described the meetings as transformative, as hearts and 

minds on both sides were opened with their deepening dia-

logue. Though there was still much distrust, there also was a 

growing sense of hope and a willingness to collaborate. The 

soil was becoming receptive for a new Child Welfare prac-

tice model to be introduced. 

 

Even with those glimmers of hope, in the early days of 

ᾶOhana Conferencing the Waiᾶanae Child Welfare staff 

feared Arlynna and Laurie would not be accepted because 

of the communityôs long-standing frustration and anger. To 

gain trust, EPIC staff started with each individual family 

whom they approached respectfully and without judgment. 

As Arlynna later described, ñThe first thing I did was call 

the family in advance of the conference and explain who I 

was and let them know that I empathized with their position. 

Iôd say, óthis must be stressful for youô and recognize the 

challenges the family was facing.ò3 The goal was to change 

individual and community perceptions by being a con-

cerned, neutral ally, while validating the familyôs strengths 

and their love of the children.  

The Beginning: Family Group Decision Making Comes to Hawaiói 

ñThe participants often described the meetings as 

transformative as hearts and minds on both sides were 

opened with their deepening dialogueò 
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Likewise, in engaging social workers, EPIC staff began with 

the workers who were most receptive and whom they affec-

tionately referred to as the ñbungee jumpers.ò These bungee 

jumpers immersed themselves in the model and were willing 

to share power with the family. Many shared that they were 

astonished at the familiesô responsiveness and initiative, once 

the families felt listened to. Though there were risks, the 

bungee jumpers had courage and enthusiasm and were at the 

forefront of transforming the CWS culture from the inside out.  

 

This change in attitude and an openness to a new way of re-

 sponding to the crisis of child abuse and neglect was evident 

at the convening in Waióanae in May of 1997. It was there in 

the generosity of the Waióanae community as they embraced 

the mainland visitors and the island service providers ï like 

the mountain range embraced the gathering ï and welcomed 

them into their culture. It was there in the courage of the pro-

fessionals who let go of their singular control and entered into 

a power sharing and responsibility sharing relationship with 

the families. It was this shift, inspired by the indigenous peo-

ple of New Zealand, which helped change Child Welfare prac-

tices in Hawaiói and beyond. 

 

ñThe goal was to change individual and community perceptions by 

being a concerned, neutral ally, while validating the familyôs strengths 

and their love of the childrenò 



т μ9 t L / ȫh Ƙ ŀ ƴ ŀ Σ  L ƴ ŎΦ       a !Lb ¢!Lb Lb D  / h b b 9/ ¢Lhb { 

 

EPIC óOhana, Inc. Program Descriptions 

 

SINCE ITS INCEPTION in 1996, EPIC has conducted over 13,500 óOhana Conferences. While there are still pockets of re-

sistance, family engagement has become the standard practice for CWS within this state. Though power sharing isnôt always 

easy, as will be discussed later, a commitment to open communication and shared decision making between CWS and the fami-

lies has helped reduce the number of children in foster care. According to the State of Hawaiói, Department of Human Services, 

Management Services Office, Research and Statistics Unit, the annual monthly average of the number of children in foster care 

decreased 65% from 3,095 children in State Fiscal Year 2004 to 1, 078 children in State Fiscal Year 2012. Hawaiói DHS has also 

substantially increased the number of children in relative/kin care from 38% to 52% from 2001 to 2012, and increased the reuni-

fication rate of children with their parents from 59% in 2006 to 65% in 2012. 

 

Just as óOhana Conferencing has grown, EPIC has grown and branched out to provide other services to the families and youth in 

the foster care system. In this section we want to give a brief overview of our EPIC programs and explain how they intertwine to 

provide support to the children and their families and encourage family engagement. 

 óOhana Conferencing 

 

When the MǕori pressed the New Zealand government to change 

their Child Welfare practices, the first innovation they advanced 

was the recognition that children belong not only to their immedi-

ate family, but to their extended families and to their culture. 

This was reflective of the MǕoriôs WhǕnau decision making 

process4, a traditional cultural practice for problem-solving 

within families and the MǕoriôs system of governance. In 

their tradition, the emphasis is on repairing relationships and 

maintaining the health of the community rather than punish-

ment of the offender.  

 

The Native Hawaiians, like the MǕori, also have practices that focus on relationships and community harmony. According to 

experts there are four common and distinct resolution practices within indigenous governance that differ from the traditional 

Western model. These are: 

 

First, indigenous peoplesô conflict resolution practices prefer community consensus decision making rather than a 

single autocrat making all the decisions. Second, a reconciliation that is acceptable to all affected parties takes 

precedence to the punishment and isolation of the offender. Third, the purpose of the practice is not to ñapportion 

blame but to examine the wider reasons for the wrong.ò And fourth, ñthere is less concern with whether or not 

there has actually been a breach of the law and more concern with the restoration of harmony.ò5 

 

In Hawaiói, the traditional practice of hoóoponopono is similar to the MǕoriôs WhǕnau decision making process, and was looked 

to as a way to incorporate local values into óOhana Conferencing. For Hawaiians, hoóoponopono is a tool for atonement, for 

correcting errors, and for erasing the effects of past actions and memories that cause havoc and grief. While óOhana Conferenc-

ing differs from hoóoponopono in structural ways, the attitude of empowerment and collective problem solving, verses judgment 

and punishment, is at the heart of óOhana Conferences. 

 

All óOhana Conferences strive to create an atmosphere of respect by providing participants a place to be heard and an opportuni-

ty to feel like a part of the solution. EPIC adheres to the fundamental principles established for FGDM; its conferences are fami-
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1. Welcome ï the welcoming is 
decided by the family. Conferences can 

open with a moment of silence, prayer, 

chant, or any other form the family 

chooses. 

2. Introductions ï all participants 
introduce themselves and how they are 

connected to the children. The 

Facilitator explains his or her neutral 

role and reviews the agenda, ground 

rules, and confidentiality. The 

Recorder, or note taker, is also 

introduced. 

3. The purpose of the óOhana 

Conference ï this is usually described 
by the social worker and includes an 

update on the case specifics and 

direction. 

4. Hopes and Dreams for the future 

ï the immediate and extended family, 
supportive community members and 

service providers identify what they 

want for their children in the present 

and going forward. 

5. Family Strengths ï the family 
members and the professionals talk 

openly about the familyôs strengths. The 

Recorder lists them and keeps them in 

plain sight for the participants to see. 

This helps remind the family of their 

value and the resources they have to 

draw on as they deal with their family 

crisis. 

6. Worries and Legal Issues ï this is 
the time the family and professionals 

share their concerns for the children 

and the parents. Legal timelines are 

reviewed, and long-term outcomes of 

choices and behaviors are also laid out 

on the table. The purpose is not to 

judge, threaten, or punish, but to 

provide the correct information so 

thereôs a clear understanding of the 

issues and informed decision making 

can take place. 

7. Help and Services ï family, 
community, and professional supports 

are identified. In the course of a 

conference, itôs not uncommon for the 

family to learn, for the first time, the 

full reason for CWS involvement. 

Likewise, the social worker often learns 

about family resources that can 

positively impact the case. As the 

problem is clarified and resources 

identified, the participants are more 

empowered to find workable solutions. 

8. Private Family Time ï this is an 
essential step in all óOhana 

Conferences. All service providers and 

EPIC staff leave the room so the family 

can discuss, among themselves, how 

they want to address the safety and 

developmental needs of the children. 

Food and drinks are provided, and the 

family is allowed as much time as they 

need. The service providers are 

available to answer questions, but they 

are not part of the discussion. 

9. Agreement ï after the private 
family time is over, the group 

reconvenes and the familyôs plan is 

presented and negotiated as needed. 

Tasks, timelines, and steps needed for 

completion are outlined. A copy of the 

agreement is written up and sent to all 

participants, along with a full report of 

all that was discussed at the 

conference. 

10. Closure ï the family members 
choose how they want to end the 

óOhana conference. Hugs, handshakes, 

song, or prayer are common endings. 

Often a potential re-conference date is 

discussed. 

ly-centered, strengths oriented, culturally competent, and community based. Its basic formula is simple: Respect + Strength + 

Problem Solving = a more balanced outcome. For those unfamiliar with the FGDM model, the ten steps we follow in all ᾶOhana 

Conferences are listed below. 

 

In order to track the progress and follow-through of the agreements made, re-conferences are typically held every three months, 

or as often as is needed. All conferences attempt to bring together maternal and paternal sides of families, unless safety issues 

preclude that effort. Neighbor island and out-of-state relatives are encouraged to participate via conference calls or Skype. EPIC 

makes every effort to make the conferences as inclusive as possible. 

The ԀOhana Conference Agenda  
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Youth Circles 

 

Though óOhana Conferencing was helping to keep families togeth-

er and reducing the number of children in foster care, significant 

numbers of youth were still aging out of the system ill prepared 

for adulthood and with few social supports. On a national level the 

statistics looked grim: one in five foster youth would be homeless 

after the age of 18; only 58% would graduate from high school by 

age 19 (compared to 87% of non-foster youth); fewer than 3% 

would earn a college degree by 25 (compared to 28% of all 

youth); and one in four would be incarcerated within two years of 

leaving foster care.6 

 

In response to such a disturbing forecast, EPIC created its Youth Circle Program.  

Lorenn Walker, J.D., M.P.H. and EPICôs CEO Arlynna Livingston spearheaded 

itôs development, in collaboration with the Department of Human Services, the 

Office of Youth Services, and others, such as Kay Wright, a master facilitator, 

and Insoo Kim Berg, the co-creator of solution-focused brief therapy.  Begun 

in 2004, Youth Circles help transitioning youth plan for their future by identifying 

options and supports.  ñCirclesò are available to any youth, ages 14 to 26, who are currently in 

foster care or who have aged out.  

 

In addition to creating a tangible transition plan, the goal of the Youth Circles program is to empower the youth to develop their 

unique voice and take control of their life. In the process, the participants strive to help the youth see that they are not alone. In 

other words, the circle strengthens the youth by encouraging them to take a leadership role and by enhancing their social capital.  

 

Social capital, in recent years, has been identified as one of the crucial indicators of success for transitioning foster youth.7 So-

cial capital is made up of relationships that are woven into a personal web of support which provides a strong, secure foundation. 

It can include family members, friends, teachers, coaches, neighbors, church members, and co-workers ï anyone the youth has a 

personal relationship with and trusts. 

 

Social capital is typically built up over time because relationships and trust develop over time. Unfortunately, for many foster 

youth being in care makes building that capital difficult. Their connection to biological family may be limited or non-existent, 

and itôs common for them to frequently change foster homes, schools, and communities. With each move relationships with 

peers, teachers, resource caregivers, and neighbors are lost and have to be built over and over again. Add to this the foster 

youthôs uncertainty that the new placement will last, and the challenge of developing social capital becomes daunting. As Josh 

Grubb, a former foster youth said, ñProbably the most traumatic experience was all the moving I did. Moving foster homes is 

one thing, but what I found very challenging was also moving schools, because I left a whole support system behind.ò8 

 

While there are a number of strategies to help foster youth build social capital, continuity and life-long relationships are essen-

tial. Studies have shown the most critical factor to help at-risk youth beat their dismal statistical odds is a solid, enduring con-

nection with at least one caring, trusted adult.9 With a caring adult in their corner, foster youth have security and the knowledge 

that the choices they make matter to someone. Just having that one enduring relationship is often a powerful motivator. As Mike 

Peno, another former foster youth so poignantly said, ñIf you donôt have anybody that believes in you, how do you believe in 

yourself? Thatôs one of the biggest things that foster youth deal with: nobody cares if they succeed, so they think, ówell, why do 

I care if I succeed,ô which is sad.ò10 

 

Youth Circles are designed to let the youth know they are believed in and that they are important. Circles are modeled after the 

óOhana Conferences in both structure and intent. They are strength-based, solution-focused meetings which are youth driven. 

The youth chooses to have the meeting, decides who will attend, and even picks the food to be served. Like in the óOhana Con-

ference, the youth opens and closes the Circle in the way he or she wants. During the circle the youth identifies goals and, with 

the help of the participants, develops a plan to meet those goals. 
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Hawaiói Youth Opportunities Initiative (HYOI) 

 

Youth Circles have proven to be a valuable resource for transitioning foster youth. 

In 2009, EPIC also became the lead agency for the Hawaiói Youth Oppor-

tunities Initiative (HYOI) which further addresses the foundational 

needs of these young adults. HYOI is the local site for the national 

Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, and helps transitioning 

foster youth learn valuable skills such as financial literacy and lead-

ership skills. It also supports the youth voice in advocating for sys-

tems change on a policy level. Two recent examples of the youthôs 

public policy initiatives are advocating before the Hawaiói legisla-

ture for automatic State-funded health insurance benefits upon 

aging out of the foster care system up to age 26, and extending 

voluntary foster care support to the age of 21. As with all our 

efforts, the goal is to help this vulnerable population have a 

fighting chance to succeed and be happy, healthy adults. 

1. Welcome ï often just a ñthank you 
for coming,ò but sometimes a song, 

chant, prayer, or recitation of a poem. 

2. Introductions ï participants 
introduce themselves and say how they 

are connected to the youth. EPICôs 

Facilitator and Recorder also 

introduce themselves and explain their 

roles. 

3. Purpose and Guidelines ï The 
Facilitator clarifies that the Circle is to 

help the youth develop a transition 

plan for when they leave foster care. 

The Facilitator asks participants to 

give positive support and comments to 

the youth and to respect 

confidentiality. 

4. Accomplishments ï the youth is 
asked, ñWhat are some things youôve 

done that youôre proud of and would 

like to share?ò These are listed by the 

Recorder on large poster sheets which 

are posted on the wall. Participants 

can also add to the list of the youthôs 

accomplishments. 

5. Youthôs Strengths ï each 
participant is asked to identify the 

strengths they see in the youth. The 

youth is also asked to identify any 

strengths not listed. These, too, are 

kept visible. 

6. Youthôs Goals ï both long-term 

and short-term goals related to 

housing, education, employment, and 

other transitional needs are identified 

by the youth and listed. No goals are 

too far out or shot down. 

7. Group Brainstorms Resources ï 
participants share ideas of resources 

to help the youth meet his or her goals. 

8. Youth Selects Transition Plan ï 
throughout the meeting the Recorder 

has been posting all the notes on the 

wall. During this step the youth marks, 

in order of priority, which steps he or 

she wants to take related to their goals. 

This becomes the transition plan. Food 

is also served at this time. 

9. Youth Presents Transition Plan 

to the Group ï in various categories: 
housing, education, employment, etc., 

the youth identifies their first, second, 

and third choices of actions or options. 

10. Volunteers and Timeline are 

Established ï participants volunteer 
to help the youth fulfill the plan. For 

example, a youth may be interested in 

attending a particular college. One 

participant may offer to tour the 

college with the youth. Another may 

offer to help him or her with the 

application process. Timelines are 

established and dates are set for 

completion. 

11. Supporters ï a support system is 
identified by the youth. 

12. Follow-up Circle Date ï a date 
for the next Circle is decided. This is 

particularly encouraged if the 

emancipation date is near. 

13. Circle Closing ï participants 
give words of encouragement to the 

youth and the youth closes the circle in 

whatever way he or she chooses. Post 

Circle, a report ï which includes the 

notes from the meeting, telephone 

numbers, logistical supports identified, 

and pertinent community resources ï is 

sent out to all participants. 

The Youth Circle Agenda  
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Family Finding and óOhana Connections 

 

In 2005, Arlynna, EPICôs CEO, and Amy Tsark, the CWS Branch Administrator, attended a conference on the mainland which 

would, again, help change CWS practices in Hawaiói. The guest speaker, Kevin Campbell, was the founder and developer of 

Family Finding ï a specialized process of family searching, identifying, and reconnecting family with children in foster care.  

 

Kevin Campbell had a history of working with teenagers in foster care and he described them as the loneliest people on earth. 

ñThey are kids who are universally described as óhard to place,ôé.  All I could do was find them another foster family. And I 

knew in my heart that the 38th foster family wasnôt going to turn out much different form the 37th..ò11 

 

Kevin was driving to work one day, listening to National Public Radio, when he heard a report on the International Red Crossô 

family tracing strategies to help reunite families separated by conflicts and natural disasters. He was inspired by the report, and 

after hearing the broadcast he researched the Red Crossô methods. He realized he could apply their search techniques to help 

foster youth find their lost families. In an interview with Voice, the magazine of the Casey Family Services agency, he talked 

about that early research and also the deeper meaning of the work. He shared: 

 

I learned that the Red Crossô strategies were developed in response to the Geneva Conventions, which ensured the 

basic human right to know the fate of missing family members. This work was called the Restoration of Dignity. 

Simply put, before peace can be restored, families of the missing must be promised by the government that efforts 

will be made to discover the truth about each missing person. Without this promise, lasting peace and economic 

and community re-development will not happen in affected states, communities, or families. 

 In the project sites where I worked with some of the loneliest and longest-waiting young people in foster 

care, I found a haunting similarity. The families of these youth had no idea what had become of them, and the 

young people knew nothing of their families. They had not forgotten one another and they were not healing. 

 This discovery led me not only to family-tracing techniques, but to an effort to work for the restoration of 

dignity for the families and young people in foster care. To accomplish this, we do two things: tell the truth to 

families and young people about what has been happening and offer each family member a chance to help.12 

 

At the conference, Amy and Arlynna instantly recognized another powerful tool to use to reduce the suffering of children and 

families in foster care. Even though families were engaged through óOhana Conferencing, and social capital was supported and 

encouraged in Youth Circles, EPIC and CWS often had limited knowledge of, and access to, extended family members. Kevinôs 

search techniques opened up exciting new possibilities for healing. It wasnôt long before Kevin would teach his search tech-

niques to service providers in Hawaiói.  

The first óOhana Connections case and program development  

Bronson Kalanialióiloa Kaóaihue preferred to be called by his 

shortened Hawaiian name, Kalani. When Kevin came to Ha-

waiᾶi to teach Family Finding, Kalani was seventeen and had 

zero contact with his family. What he knew was this: he had 

been separated from his parents when he was three, his moth-

er had died when he was six, he had no idea where his father 

was, his older brother Samson was somewhere on the main-

land and he and Samson had lived with maternal relatives in 

Texas, but that had been eight long years ago.  

 

Starting with very little family information from Kalaniôs 

case file, Kevin demonstrated the internet search techniques 

and several possible relatives were located. During the break 

he encouraged Kalaniôs social worker to call a paternal uncle. 

The uncle, initially shocked to get such a call, was very inter-

ested and supportive. That was the beginning of a new chap-

ter for Kalani. 

 

At the onset of Family Finding, Kalani had lived in ten dif-

ferent foster homes. He described how he felt prior to the 

family engagement work, ñFor me, there really wasnôt a self. 

I just lived life as a blank because I didnôt know where I 

came from, where my parents were, where my family was. I 

didnôt really care what happened to me at that point, because 

I didnôt have anything to look forward to. Without my family 

I didnôt feel I existed. I didnôt want to exist.ò13 

 

The Family Finding efforts begun in November 2006 resulted 
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 in the discovery of 110 relatives for Kalani within eight 

months. During that time, Kalani was able to reconnect with 

his father, brother, aunts, uncles, and cousins. He even dis-

covered that one of his co-workers was his aunt. His days of 

feeling like a blank were over. As he later said, ñI look for-

ward to college. I look forward to my life as an adult, living 

by myself or with a companion, a familyégrowing up every 

day, learning new things, discovering new parts of myself, 

emotionally as well as mentally. I like to hang out with family 

most of all.ò14 

 

Hawaióiôs DHS Child Welfare Services Branch and the William 

S. Richardson School of Law sponsored the making of a video 

of Kalaniôs story. The video has been shown throughout the US 

and is a powerful training tool for Family Finding. It can be 

viewed on YouTube or EPICôs website: www.epicohana.org. 

 

In January of 2007 state funding was secured to launch an on-going Family Finding program within EPIC. As with óOhana Con-

ferencing, meeting with service providers and families directly, listening to their fears and concerns, and empowering partici-

pants by being strength-based and solution focused was key to building the program.  

 

As EPICôs team developed their Family Finding program, it evolved into two distinct programs: Family Finding, which con-

ducts the internet searching and creates family lists; and óOhana Connections, which works directly with the youth and family to 

facilitate their reconnection. The former, Family Finding, has proven itself to be an invaluable tool for óOhana Conferencing as 

it enables EPIC and DHS to engage larger numbers of extended family as soon as a case enters the Child Welfare System. To-

day, all new CWS foster care cases are automatically referred to EPIC for Family Finding and an óOhana Conference in compli-

ance with the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008. That act mandates that within 30 days of 

a child being taken into care ñéthe state shall exercise due diligence to identify and provide notice to all adult grandparents and 

other adult relatives of the childé.ò15 By focusing on maintaining family connections at the front end of a case, we can continue 

to reduce the number of children who enter care, as well as the number of days children stay in care before securing a perma-

nent placement. Also, when family is identified early, more children are placed with relatives so the children experience fewer 

changes in placement and are saved from the emotional turmoil which often accompanies relocation. 

 

The óOhana Connections program also expanded. In 2007, DHS was awarded a three-year federal grant to expand the scope of 

service to children ages four to sixteen that had been in foster care for at least a year. DHS contracted with EPIC to provide the 

service, and that grant, which also funded the writing of this manual, was designed to both deliver service and research service 

effectiveness. For the grant, 120 cases were randomly selected to receive services, 120 were selected as a control group. The 

number of family connections as well as the type and frequency of contact was tallied at the onset, six month, and twelve month 

intervals. Some of the key findings include: 1) intensive Family Finding efforts and search methodologies were effective in 

identifying additional family members as potential supports to the child, 2) Enhanced óOhana Connections increased the actual 

number of family members connected to the children in the intervention group, 3) the quality of the interactions, that is the num-

ber of direct vs. indirect contacts, was enhanced. As was mentioned in the opening letter, the resulting detailed report is availa-

ble online at: FosteringConnections.org/Hawaii.  

 

The federal grant also supported another experiment for EPIC, and another research project. Early óOhana Intervention was cre-

ated to enable óOhana Conferencing Facilitators to meet with families right at the time their children were being removed from 

the home. Facilitators rotated being on 24-hour call; when an investigation occurred they met with the social worker immediate-

ly to help facilitate and support the family during their crisis. Some of the key findings include: 1) when an Early óOhana inter-

vention took place, children were less likely to be removed, 2) with an Early óOhana Intervention, children who were removed, 

stayed in care for a shorter period of time, 3) within twelve months of an Early óOhana intervention, more children were reuni-

fied, and fewer children remained in out-of-home non-relative foster care, 4) the earlier an óOhana Conference took place, the 

sooner a child was reunified. Again, data was collected between a service and control group to demonstrate the programôs effi-

cacy and is available in the report listed above. 

 

In the sections that follow, as we share our values and the cultural influences that inspire them, examples of the óOhana Connec-

tions and Early óOhana Intervention work will be woven in to give a fuller picture of the work and its impact. While the exam-

ples will just be brief descriptions of actual cases, they will, hopefully, provide a picture of our values in action and what is pos-

sible when families are enlisted to help resolve their crisis.  
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ñIf you want the system to change you need a very clear vision about what you are doing. It isnôt enough to 

intellectualize it; you must live in the model values of non-judgmental, compassionate, problem solving.ò  

ïArlynna Livingston, EPIC óOhanaôs founding CEO 

 

AT EPIC WE WERE FORTUNATE to have founders and a board of directors with a clear vision of principles and values 

that are essential for family engagement work. We were also fortunate to work in partnership with CWS administrators and 

line workers who shared that vision and promoted family engagement practices. Underlying that good fortune, however, was 

the reality that the practices of family engagement and group decision making were in alignment with Hawaiian cultural val-

ues and traditional methods of conflict resolution. Pulling family and community together to work out interpersonal differ-

ences had long been a practice in Hawaiói. It was the impersonal, top-down, legal and bureaucratic interventions that were a 

jolt to the island communityôs sensibility of fairness and balance. 

 

In many ways family engagement practices were a natural fit for Hawaiói, but as you can see from our history and growth it 

was, and continues to be, a work in progress. Today, Hawaiói is a blending of many cultures and influences, yet it is the pulse 

of the native Hawaiian values that still beats strongly in these islands, even when they are not explicitly stated. In the follow-

ing sections we want to describe the traditional and non-traditional values we draw on, and how they weave together as we 

engage with families and the various service providers within the Child Welfare System. Collectively, they are the rudder 

which steers our work. 

Section Two: Guiding Principles and Influences 
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ñYou gave me back my 

family, that I lost and 

havenôt been a part of for a 

while. Thank youò  

ïFamily member 

participant  
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THROUGHOUT THE WORLD it is universally accepted that families are the building blocks of society. Itôs within our fami-

lies that we feel loved and a sense of belonging; where we learn the intimate dance of give and take and are encouraged to be-

come healthy, responsible adults.  Itôs within our families that we learn to be an individual yet part of a group ï which is an es-

sential stepping stone to becoming a contributing citizen. 

 

In the Hawaiian tradition, family has always been central to a sense of identity and spirituality. Traditional Hawaiian practices 

and teachings wove a deep relational wisdom into the daily lives and spiritual practices of its people. From the Hawaiian per-

spective, an individual no more stands alone on this island than a tree stands alone in a forest. Each of us is interconnected with 

the community surrounding us, and with our ancestors who have provided the seed and spark of life. 

 

In the Hawaiian beliefs, Akua, the great spirit, is transmitted through oneôs ancestors and it is through them one is given the 

breath of life. Like the MǕori, ancient Hawaiian chants were often recitations of the names of ancestors throughout many genera-

tions; invoking their names called in their strength and spirit. It also showed respect and appreciation for the past while acknowl-

edging that the present is but a precursor to the future. Who a person is today is born from the past and will impact the genera-

tions that follow. 

 

While the Hawaiian traditions are more rich and complex than can be discussed here, there is one teaching that captures the es-

sence of óOhana Connections and family engagement work. That is the teaching of the piko. 

 

Piko literally means belly button or umbilical cord, but it also refers to the essence or center that binds us to our family and an-

cestors. On a physical and metaphorical level it is the cord of life; providing us with nutrients from our mother, but also genetic, 

cultural, and spiritual nutrients passed down from our elders through our parents. Itôs the unspeakable primal connection we feel 

with our blood kin that courses through the very cells of our body. Just as developing fetuses cannot grow without an umbilical 

cord, children cannot adequately grow 

without a strong piko or attachment, and 

adults rarely thrive without a sense of 

belonging and rootedness. The piko is at 

the heart of our deepest sense of securi-

ty and belonging. Through it we get our 

familyôs values, history, and love. 

 

According to Hawaiian teachings, unresolved emotional issues, unbearable stress, drug abuse, or other personal limitations cre-

ate knots, or hihia, in the piko which limit the flow of positive, nurturing energy and create an imbalance within relationships. 

Though there is still a family attachment, despite the hurt and tangled emotions, the quality of the connection is compromised, 

sometimes with only a thread of positive connection remaining. 

 

The ancient Hawaiians developed a way to address this problem. As islanders, they were highly attuned to the necessity of pono 

(goodness/uprightness) in all aspects of life so they developed hoóoponopono to work through the hihia (knots) within relation-

ships. As a practice of reconciliation and forgiveness, hoóoponoponoôs purpose is to untangle the interpersonal knots of misun-

derstanding and conflict so connection and harmony can be restored. While the content of the conflict is important, the real focus 

is on healing the relationship. 

 

As mentioned previously, óOhana Conferencing was born out of the FGDM process of the MǕori, hoóoponopono, and Western 

mediation practices. The work of family engagement can be summed up as the attempt to identify the piko (umbilical cord/

attachment), and undo the hihia (knots) in that familyôs piko so that they can, once again, be attached and secure in their connec-

tion with each other. Weôve found the greater the disconnection ï the more profound the abuse or neglect, or the longer the fami-

ly has been apart ï the larger the hihia in the piko. 

Value 1: Children have a right to know  

and be connected to their families  

ñpikoé refers to the essence or center that binds us to our 

family and ancestorsé [it] is at the heart of our deepest 

sense of security and belonging. Through it we get our 

familyôs values, history, and loveò 
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óOhana Conferencing is a powerful tool in working through the hihia, however, there are times when óOhana Connections work 

is required to do a more in-depth exploration of the historical knots in the connection and to provide close and on-going support 

to the youth and families to resolve them. This service is especially helpful when families fear re-engaging with CWS, or when 

there have been years of separation and the youth fears rejection by his or her family. Stressing the reality and validity of the 

familyôs connection, despite the long separation, is an important foundational piece. A former therapist and hoóoponopono prac-

titioner, who often worked with our staff, would tell families, ñThe piko is your tie to each other. No piece of paper, no order 

from the state can sever your piko. Only the family members can make that choice for themselves.ò 

 

This was an especially powerful message for Kealoha and 

her daughter, Pua. Pua was 16-years old when our Connec-

tions Specialist began working with her. Pua had entered 

care when she was six, and was in contact with only one 

sister who was living on the mainland. The last time she had 

seen other relatives was at her fatherôs funeral when she was 

seven. At that time it was wrenching to see the family; she 

didnôt know if she wasnôt living with them because it wasnôt 

ñallowedò or because they had rejected her. 

 

An internet search located 42 relatives, the majority of whom 

lived on Oóahu and Maui. The family was excited about re-

connecting with Pua, and after much preparation visits were 

set up with cousins, aunts, and grandparents on both islands. 

A highlight was when Pua, who believed her maternal grand-

mother had died long ago, discovered grandmother was still 

alive. ñIs it really you, TȊtȊ?ò Pua asked when she first 

hugged her grandmother tight.  

 

Though all the new connections were very exciting, Pua con-

fided she really wanted to see her mother. The Connections 

Specialist located Kealoha, Puaôs mom, and met with her 

several times. Kealoha was doing well; she was sober, work-

ing, and trying to find housing, but, she admitted, she strug-

gled to maintain a stable life due to intermittent domestic 

violence and drug use. She was getting support and counsel-

ing, she said, which helped her feel optimistic that this time 

could be different. 

 

The treatment team had concerns about Pua reconnecting 

with her mom, given Kealohaôs struggles, but they also knew 

it was important. Puaôs therapist, the hoóoponopono practi-

tioner, suggested he and the Connections Specialist use 

hoóoponopono to create a safe space for a first meeting and 

to set the stage for further healing to occur. 

 

The treatment team agreed. To begin, the therapist and Con-

nections Specialist met with Pua and Kealoha separately to 

talk about the painful past, the hoóoponopono process, and 

what the mother and daughter hoped would be the outcome. 

Both Pua and Kealoha were instructed to make a gift to give to 

the other as was the tradition within hoóoponopono.   

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

The preparatory meetings with Kealoha were especially im-

portant. Pua had some hard questions she wanted to ask her 

mom; it was likely much hurt and anger would be expressed. 

When Kealoha was forewarned of that possibility she became 

defensive and minimized her role in her daughterôs suffering. 

This alarmed the therapist as he feared Kealohaôs emotional 

fragility might cause her to invalidate her daughterôs experi-

ence, which would be yet another injury to Pua. 

 

The therapist and Connections Specialist addressed this con-

cern by talking to Kealoha about the fears and pain underneath 

her defensiveness. They assured her the hoóoponopono wasnôt 

about judgment; it was an opportunity for healing. The best 

way she could help, they said, was for her to listen to her 

daughter with an open mind and heart, and to take responsibil-

ity to whatever degree she could. They empathized with 

Kealohaôs guilt and the burden she carried, while stressing this 

was an opportunity to right some past wrongs. 

 

Kealoha softened and said she understood. She agreed the 

Connections Specialist, whom she trusted, could remind her to 

stop and listen to Pua if she became defensive. The day of the 

hoóoponopono arrived. Kealoha and Pua ran to each other and 

hugged without a breath of hesitation. They both cried and 

said they were sorry. Kealoha reassured Pua she had nothing 

to be sorry about. ñIt was me who failed you,ò she said. 

 

When they were ready, the hoóoponopono began with a pule 

(prayer) to Akua (God) and the ancestors to provide the guid-

ance, wisdom, and support so mother and daughter could heal 

their wounds. The therapist talked about the piko, and the pro-

found bond that Kealoha and Pua shared. He also talked about 

the hihia and the purpose of the hoóoponopono session. This 

was the kukula kumuhana (identifying the problem) stage of 

the process. 

 

ñThe piko is your tie to each other. No 

piece of paper, no order from the state 

can sever your pikoò 
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The next step was the mahiki, or the time when the family 

talked about what happened. Pua was scared to speak up; 

Kealoha encouraged her, saying nothing she said would be 

wrong or too much. Gradually Pua began to describe the 

childhood abuse and subsequent pain of being in foster care. 

ñWhy did you hurt me so much?ò Pua cried. ñWhy didnôt 

you take better care of me?ò 

 

Kealoha started to make excuses, but with a gentle reminder 

she quickly caught herself. As she listened, she responded to 

Pua with more and more empathy and stated clearly that Pua 

had just been a child. She and Puaôs father had failed, she 

said, and she was deeply sorry. Kealoha then shared some of 

her own childhood abuse experiences. This was done, not 

out of defensiveness, but as a way to give Pua a fuller under-

standing of the familyôs pain and to share that she intimately 

knew the heartache of abuse. The mihi (time of forgiveness) 

followed. The therapist talked about how highly the Ancient 

Hawaiians valued forgiveness; once forgiveness was granted 

and received the matter was considered truly settled.  But, he 

explained, both the request for forgiveness and the granting 

of it had to be sincere in order for pono (goodness/

uprightness) to be restored. He acknowledged for Pua and 

Kealoha, with their long his-

tory of separation and hurt, 

that forgiveness would 

likely be a long process. 

That day they were tak-

ing a beginning step, a choice of direction for both of them. 

 

Kealoha admitted her hala (wrong-doing) and directly asked 

Pua for her forgiveness. Pua tried, several times, to say it was 

her fault, but Kealoha firmly told her she had been a child and 

she was innocent. Pua, through her tears, told her mom she 

loved her and that she was choosing to forgive her. Kealoha 

cried, and said she loved Pua and always had. Kealoha went 

over to Pua and held her tight as her daughter broke down and 

wept. 

 

When Puaôs tears were spent, they shared their gifts ï Kealo-

ha gave her daughter a jacket, Pua gave her mom a framed 

picture. A prayer was offered. Food was shared, and a plan 

for their next contact was made. They both expressed grati-

tude for the hoóoponopono ï a new experience for both of 

them ï and said it had felt comforting and powerful to have 

their ancestral tradition be part of their coming together. As 

everyone ate and ñtalked storyò (conversed) the hoóopono-

pono came to its own natural end. 

 

Pua and Kealoha continue to have contact, four years later. 

Theyôve had many ups and downs as they work through the 

old hihia in their relationship and contend with newly created 

ones. The hoóoponopono did give them a positive start, how-

ever, and helped them reclaim their love and attachment to 

each other.  

 

 

 

EPIC strongly adheres to the truth so simply and elegantly captured in the concept of the 

piko ï families are innately attached and will continue to have that unspoken bond unless 

one or the other has chosen to let it go.  EPIC also believes in the empowerment of the 

family inherent in the idea of the piko. Even in families where parental rights have been 

terminated, many youth, like Pua, continue to have strong emotional ties to parents, sib-

lings, grandparents, aunties, uncles, and cousins.  

 

In addition to oneôs biological family, in the Native Hawaiian system there is another 

family bond that is valued. In the old days, it was common practice to give the first 

born child to the grandparents to raise as a sign of love and respect. As time went on, 

that practice extended into the community; non-relative families would take in and 

raise children as their own. To raise a child in this manner was to make them your 

hǕnai son or daughter. HǕnai means to adopt, to be close, to nourish, and to sustain. It 

was the Hawaiiansô way of offering nurturing and permanence to the children who were 

most vulnerable. 

 

The practice of hǕnai continues on today, and in Hawaiói it still conveys an intimate bond 

that goes beyond the ordinary. The State Legislature has even given placement preference 

to biological and hǕnai kin for children in care. In obituaries, hǕnai sons and daughters are 

listed as relatives of the deceased. To be a hǕnai son or daughter means you are embraced by that family and are in that family. 

You are recognized by the community as such too. 
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As we practice and promote the engagement of biological and hǕnai relatives, working through the hihia (knots) in the familyôs 

piko is often a bumpy and challenging process. Safety concerns, personal limitations, mental health needs, and unrealistic expec-

tations are continually addressed each step of the way. Through the ups and downs however, we find adhering to the fundamen-

tal truth so eloquently captured by the ancient Hawaiians gives our work its own kind of piko. As we respect and embrace the 

perspective of the local culture, we become tied to the people and place that hold family connections as so primal. We, too, draw 

on and find strength in that deep reservoir of traditional values that elevate oneôs family ties to an essential ingredient for person-

al balance and well-being.  

ñAs we respect and embrace the perspective of the local 

culture, we become tied to the people and place that hold 

family connections as so primalò 
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THOUGH THIS VALUE MAY SOUND FAMILIAR and seem simple, it embodies much of Hawaióiôs cultural values and is 

a foundational tenet of our work. Itôs through kindness and compassion that trust is built and power is shared. Itôs through empa-

thy and genuine concern that defenses are lowered and a course forward is discovered. And finally, itôs through collaboration 

with all stakeholders that solutions are agreed upon and everyone is invested in the outcome. All of which starts with each and 

every relationship. 

 

In Hawaiói, this value is captured in the spirit of aloha. Aloha, on its simplest level, is often used to say hello or good-bye, but its 

meaning runs much deeper. It also expresses affection, peace, compassion, and non-judgment, and refers to the breath of life 

shared between us. It is so central to the culture here we even have an Aloha Spirit State Law. While there are no penalties for 

breaking this law, it was enacted as a way to remind government employees to treat the people they serve with deep care and 

respect. Here is the law in its entirety: 

 

Hawaiᾶi Revised Statutes 

 
    Ä 5-7.5 "Aloha Spirit". (a) "Aloha Spirit" is the coordination of mind and heart within each person. It brings 

each person to the self. Each person must think and emote good feelings to others. In the contemplation and pres-

ence of the life force, "Aloha", the following unuhi laulǕ loa may be used: 

           "Akahai", meaning kindness to be expressed with tenderness;  

           "LǾkahi", meaning unity, to be expressed with harmony;  

           "ᾶOluᾶolu" meaning agreeable, to be expressed with pleasantness; 

           "Haᾶahaᾶa", meaning humility, to be expressed with modesty; 

           "Ahonui", meaning patience, to be expressed with perseverance. 

    These are traits of character that express the charm, warmth and sincerity of Hawaii's people. It was the work-

ing philosophy of native Hawaiians and was presented as a gift to the people of Hawaiᾶi. ''Aloha'' is more than a 

word of greeting or farewell or a salutation. ''Aloha'' means mutual regard and affection and extends warmth in 

caring with no obligation in return. "Aloha" is the essence of relationships in which each person is important to 

every other person for collective existence. ''Aloha'' means to hear what is not said, to see what cannot be seen 

and to know the unknowable. 

    (b) In exercising their power on behalf of the people and in fulfillment of their responsibilities, obligations and 

service to the people, the legislature, governor, lieutenant governor, executive officers of each department, the 

chief justice, associate justices, and judges of the appellate, circuit, and district courts may contemplate and reside 

with the life force and give consideration to the "Aloha Spirit". [L 1986, c 202, Ä 1]16 

Value 2: Always treat others as  

you want to be treated 

Aloha is taken seriously by residents and is central to life here on these islands. To not have aloha means you are arrogant, self-

centered, or disconnected from what matters most ï caring about each other and honoring this land and its spirit.  

 

We feel fortunate that aloha is still such a central tenet in our local culture. Though its lofty aspirations are not always obtaina-

ble or visible (especially in situations where tensions are running high and anger or distrust have taken the lead), it is a common 

value shared across the socio-economic spectrum. As family engagement practitioners, we know the best way to address conflict 

and embody aloha is to listen to peopleôs concerns with receptivity and open-mindedness, to converse without getting defensive 

or pushing our own agenda first.   
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ty of Lani and Shaneôs love and concern for their younger sib-

lings. They explained, with tears in their eyes, that their moth-

er was a drug addict so they had basically raised Kalei, Koa, 

and Rochelle. They described helping with homework and 

cooking meals even though they were just kids themselves. 

They also expressed frustration that they had been ruled out 

from having visits. ñUntil today, no professional has ever met 

us,ò Shane said, his hurt and anger barely hidden.  

 

The Connections Specialist assessed the stability of their cur-

rent situation, sensed their genuineness, and developed a sim-

ple plan to advocate for sibling visits. She would propose to 

the social worker that Lani and Shane meet with the chil-

drenôs three therapists so their intentions could be screened 

and they could learn the childrenôs trauma related triggers and 

how to handle them. From there, theyôd work towards phone 

calls then visits. 

 

The social worker was surprised when she heard the positive 

report about Lani and Shane. Though still skeptical, she 

agreed to take the recommended first step. The therapists, 

when contacted, also had their doubts and fears; these, too, 

were addressed by the Connections Specialist with under-

standing and respect. The therapists (who worked in collabo-

ration) suggested two months of preparation would be needed. 

Multiple sessions were set up, but at the very first meeting 

(which was also attended by the Connections Specialist) the 

therapists easily concluded that visits with Lani and Shane 

should be approved. Over the next two months the therapists 

coached Lani and Shane about the needs of the children, and 

how to respond in ways that were constructive and safe. Pos-

sible scenarios were imagined. ñHow would you answer the 

children if they asked to live with you?ò the siblings were 

 

At the time óOhana 

Connections work be-

gan, the children were 

not visiting with any rela-

tives. During a meeting with Joan, the resource caregiver, the 

Connections Specialist learned the children often asked about 

two older siblings, Lani, 18, and Shane, 22. The children 

missed their older brother and sister and wanted to see them 

again.  

 

Their social worker explained to the Connections Specialist 

visits werenôt allowed because Lani and Shane were unsafe 

and inappropriate. She shared hearsay stories of their numer-

ous problems, and expressed concerns about what their in-

volvement might do to the stability of the childrenôs place-

ment. The children were doing well, she said, and she didnôt 

want anything to disrupt their progress. 

 

In family engagement work we believe itôs crucial to not dis-

card individuals based on hearsay. The Connections Specialist 

listened to the social workerôs concerns and understood the 

childrenôs vulnerability. She expressed appreciation for the so-

cial workerôs protectiveness of the children. ñI still think itôs 

important to talk with the older brother and sister,ò the Spe-

cialist explained, ñjust so I can get a sense of how theyôre do-

ing today.ò  She assured the social worker she wouldnôt take 

any action towards family connection without the treatment 

teamôs consent. Despite her skepticism, the social worker 

agreed.  

 

Lani and Shane were excited to receive the call and agreed to 

meet the Connections Specialist the next day. Talking over 

their Starbucks coffee, the Specialist was struck by the sinceri-

In the family engagement process, aloha is often put to the test. When looking at the possibility of 

family involvement, for example, various conflicts can arise. Sometimes hearsay stories have 

portrayed relatives in a negative light. Sometimes the various service providers have separate 

agendas. Weôve found different people often have different ideas about the emotional needs 

of the children and what constitutes safety. Weôve also seen that most protectiveness comes 

out of a deep care and concern for the children.  

 

Weôve found the two most common fears in engagement work are: the abuse will be repeated 

because the family system itself is sick (ñthe apple doesnôt fall far from the treeò 

theory), and/or family engagement will disrupt a placement or sidetrack the 

caseôs direction if new family members are brought in. Both these fears were 

encountered in the óOhana Connections work with Kalei, Koa, and Rochelle, 

three children under the age of ten who were placed together in a non-

relative foster home.  


