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Purpose and ApproachPurpose and Approach

Voices of Experience centers the perspectives of women directly impacted by Child Welfare in 
Monroe County, New York. HOPE585 conducted four trauma-informed focus groups between 
March and April 2026 with 21 women representing varied racial backgrounds, communities, family 
structures, and experiences including preventive services, child removal, reunification, and 
ongoing system involvement.

What Women DescribedWhat Women Described

Across all four groups, participants described a system 
they experienced as punitive, unpredictable, and 
difficult to navigate. Fear, powerlessness, emotional 
exhaustion, and distrust were recurring themes. 
Women reported that unmet basic needs and family 
stressors were sometimes interpreted as evidence of 
neglect or parental failure rather than opportunities for 
support. Several described seeking help for housing, 
childcare, children’s behavioral health, or other needs 
only to experience a CPS report or investigation.

The result, participants said, was a chilling effect 
on help-seeking. Women described withholding 
information from schools, healthcare providers, 
therapists, and community agencies because they 
feared that acknowledging a struggle could trigger 
surveillance or family separation. Participants also 
reported receiving little information about their rights, 
unclear explanations of Child Welfare processes, 
inconsistent expectations, and inadequate access to 
peer advocacy or specialized legal support.

“There has to be a place where you can ask for help  
without it being used against you.” - Mother
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Monroe County ContextMonroe County Context

The report places these experiences within a local system facing significant pressure. It cites 
research and prior analyses showing that Monroe County has a 37% higher investigation rate 
than New York City; 76% of local investigations close without a finding of child maltreatment; 
and approximately 915 unfounded investigations are actively managed on any given day. A 
previous HOPE585 analysis estimated approximately $11.54 million in annual direct governmental 
expenditures on unfounded investigations, or about $2,243 per investigation.

The report also highlights racial and economic disparities. State data from 2021–2023 show 
Black children were 5.5 times more likely and Hispanic children 3.5 times more likely to enter 
foster care than White children. In Monroe County, 96.6% of reports to the State Central Register 
include allegations of neglect or deprivation of necessities. Participants consistently identified 
unmet needs such as housing, childcare, emotional support, school support, behavioral health 
services, and day-to-day stabilization assistance.

What participants recommendedWhat participants recommended

Shift toward 
community-based 

prevention and family 
support. 

Families need voluntary, 
relational, community-

rooted help before 
challenges escalate. 

Participants identified 
housing, childcare, 

mentorship, transportation, 
behavioral health, financial 

stabilization, parent 
advocacy, and emotional 

support as critical resources. 
They emphasized that 

prevention should be clearly 
separated from punitive 

system involvement.

Incorporate 
lived-experience 

leadership. 

Parents and 
caregivers who have 

navigated Child 
Welfare should have 

meaningful roles 
in system reform, 

professional training, 
peer mentorship, and 
family engagement. 

Participants believed 
lived experience 
can strengthen 
trust, cultural 

understanding,  
and practical 

problem-solving.

Increase 
transparency and 

accountability. 

Families should 
receive clear 

explanations of their 
rights, expectations, 

processes, and 
available resources 

at every stage. 
Participants also 

called for stronger 
accountability 

when professional 
conduct is unethical, 

discriminatory, 
misleading,  
or violates  

family rights.

Invest in trauma-
informed and 

culturally 
responsive 

practice. 

Training should 
translate into 

worker behavior, 
communication, and 

decision-making. 
Participants urged 

systems to weigh the 
potential trauma of 
removal alongside 

safety concerns and to 
protect parent-child 

attachment whenever 
children enter  

foster care.
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Bottom Line

The women in these focus groups 
did not argue that child safety 
concerns should be ignored. 
Their experiences point instead 
to the need for a more precise, 
supportive, and transparent 
response to families in crisis. 
The report call for a stronger 
distinction between child 
maltreatment and hardship, earlier 
access to trusted community 
support, meaningful inclusion of 
lived experience, clearer rights 
and accountability, and greater 
attention to the trauma that 
system intervention and parent-
child separation can cause.
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