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Translate Science into Innovation

Design & Improve Services for Overloaded Families

Improve Outcomes for Children and Families
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Translational Design brings together evidence with content 
experts (professionals) and context experts (individuals and 
families with lived experience) from across systems to develop a 
shared understanding, co-create solutions, and implement 
prototypes that draw on insights from the best available evidence. 
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Core 
Principles

4

Elevate voices of people with lived experience in 
each phase of the design and implementation 
process. 

Apply the best available evidence from research and 
practice. 

Learn from and elevate insights from prototyping 
and testing.

Adapt our approach based on what we learn and 
the input from our lived experience partners.  
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Families who experience significant 
stressors related to financial 
insecurity, housing instability, or the 
impact of systemic racism and 
interpersonal trauma can be 
overwhelmed with stress, which 
adversely impacts their ability to care 
for their children. If we ensure that 
communities are equipped to support 
people and ease the burden on 
overloaded families who have 
experienced trauma and toxic stress, 
we make resilience a real 
possibility.

Why Translational Design?



Why Translational Design?

In order to achieve a more 
resilient community, we must 
invest in and create a culture 
around designing, testing and 
implementing human-centered 
and systems-responsive 
solutions that can be scaled
and sustained to address the 
complex challenges that children 
and families experience. 
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Why Translational Design?

A staggering 36,000 randomized controlled 
trials are published each year, on average, and 
it typically takes about 17 years for findings to 
reach clinical practice. Our understanding of 
brain science and human development has 
advanced dramatically in the past 20 years, and 
many of our evidence-based interventions have 
not caught up, so we must design and adapt 
solutions to ensure that they are effective. 
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Translational Design Workshop
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Translational Design is a process that draws on different 
disciplines from Human Centered Design, Common Elements 
Approach, and Implementation Science into a three-phase 
process.

https://uwm.edu/icfw/wp-content/uploads/sites/384/2020/02/ICFW-Practice-Brief_Human-Centered-Design-.pdf
https://www.outcomes.org.au/learning-system/common-elements-approach/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4573926/


Building Shared Understanding
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Adverse 
Childhood 
Experiences

Source: Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention
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Adverse Childhood Experiences 

Adverse Childhood 

Experience

Wisconsin 

Statewide 

Sample

Milwaukee and 

Racine Home 

Visiting Sample

Milwaukee 

Child Welfare 

Sample

Physical Abuse 17% 38% 40%

Sexual Abuse 11% 25% 24%

Emotional Abuse 29% 25% 25%

Household Substance Abuse 27% 43% 47%

Household Mental Illness 16% 31% 31%

Household Domestic Violence 16% 32% 32%

Incarcerated Household 

Member
6% 36%

32%

Parents separated or divorced 21% 39% 48%

One or more ACEs 56% 81% 84%

Four or more ACEs 14% 36% 40%Mersky, unpublished



Prevalence of ACEs of 
ACEs

 Decreased language, literacy skills, and 
math skills (Jimenez, 2016)

 25% more likely to experience delinquency, 
mental health problems, teen pregnancy, 
and drug use (Kelly, 1997)

There are enough kids with 2 or more ACEs in Milwaukee to fill Miller 

Park, with an extra 6000 waiting to get in…

 Increased risk of lung cancer, Ischemic 

Heart Disease, and chronic obstructive 

pulmonary disease in adulthood (Anda, 

2010)

 Increased attention problems, social 

problems, and aggression. (Jimenez, 2016)

 Decreased language, literacy skills, and 

math skills (Jimenez, 2016)

 25% more likely to experience delinquency, 

mental health problems, teen pregnancy, 

and drug use (Kelly, 1997)
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Toxic Stress
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ACEs, Stress, & Executive Functioning
The response to 
stress in adulthood 
is based on the 
foundation of early 
childhood 
experiences. 

Adversity in 
childhood undercuts 
bandwidth and 
impairs executive 
functioning, resulting 
in more automatic 
responses to stress.  

Image source: Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University                            www.uwm.edu/icfw

Stress makes it 

harder for people to 

optimize the decision-

making and behavior 

management skills 

most needed to fully 

engage and persist in 

programs that might 

help them.



Executive Functioning 

Refers to coordination of multiple types and 
streams of information in order to arrive at the 
more effective course of action, including 
prioritizing tasks, goals, and information. 
Executive functioning is a skill developed through 
practice, using age appropriate experiences. 

• Working memory:  The capacity to hold and 
manipulate information in our heads over short 
periods of time

• Mental flexibility:  The ability to adjust to 
changed demands, priorities, or perspectives

• Inhibitory control: The ability to resist 
impulsive behavior
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Redefining Resilience 

Defining RESILIENCE as the ability to bounce back from difficulty is 
insufficient; resilience also requires having resources to support you in 
bouncing back. If you define resilience as an individual trait, individuals get 
blamed for their inability to recover from adversity.

In the context of exposure to significant adversity, whether psychological, 
environmental, or both, resilience is both the capacity of individuals to 
navigate their way to health-sustaining resources, including opportunities to 
experience feelings of well-being, and a condition of the individual’s 
family, community and culture to provide these health resources and 
experiences in culturally meaningful ways.
-- Michael Ungar 
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Overloaded Families & Neglect

Over time, and without 
adequate supports and 
resource, overloaded families 
can become vulnerable to 
adverse experiences, ranging 
from instability to involvement in 
the child welfare system, and 
even family separation for 
reasons of neglect. 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

http://www.thinkinghumanity.com/2018/04/the-rarest-things-we-have-ever-seen-captured-in-17-mind-blowing-pictures.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


Overloaded Families & Neglect
Family separations 

disproportionately 

impact Children of 

Color. In 2020, Children 

of Color made up about 

31% of Wisconsin’s 

child population, but 

56% of the foster care 

population in out-of-

home care. (OHC report, 

2020). 

In the US, 53% of Black 
children will be subject 
to a CPS investigation 
prior to their 18th

birthday (Kim, 2021)

2.20%

10%

68.70%

Sexual Abuse

Physical Abuse

Neglect

In 2020, physical and sexual abuse were cited for 12.2% of 
family separations into foster care compared to neglect at 
68.7% of all cases.



Co-Create Solutions
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Translational Design: Innovation as a Process

Why?

• Cultivates curiosity and builds trust and empathy

• Values divergent thinking as much as convergent thinking

• Collaboration and co-creation between professional silos, 
provider and client

• Moves us from idea to design to prototype quickly

• Fast cycle iteration through strategic learning and 
acknowledgement of need for continuous improvement
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Trauma-Informed Care Principles

Source: SAMHSA www.uwm.edu/icfw 22



Source: Rachael Dietkus, Social Workers Who Design www.uwm.edu/icfw 23



How might we…?

How might we reduce the burden for and build on strengths of 
overloaded families to avoid these adverse outcomes?

1. Reduce exposure to toxic stress.

2. Support and build executive functioning skills.

3. Increase opportunities for positive and responsive interactions 
between caregivers and children.

8/3/2022 www.uwm.edu/icfw 24



How might we…?

How might we design solutions for overloaded families?

1. Define the problem

2. Engage content and context experts

3. Frame the Design Challenge/How might we…?
i. How might we reduce exposure to toxic stress?
ii. How might we support and build executive functioning skills?
iii. How might we increase opportunities for positive and responsive interactions?

4. Develop a Theory of Change

5. Design and test a prototype

6. Conduct strategic learning activities
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Define the Problem
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Define the problem: Newly arrived kids to Mi Rancho are leaving after only a 
few days or week.

Why is that happening? Because they don’t feel like they belong amongst their 
new peers.

Why? Because they still have “the street” on them, and their new peers have 
nicer clothes, roles in the home, and friendships.

Why? Because they don’t have daily chores yet, no means to make money to 
buy new clothes, and feel left out because they don’t know the other kids well 
yet.



Engage Content and Context Experts

Content Experts are professionals, staff in your organization, 
service providers, and leaders with formal power who have 
knowledge, tools, and resources to address the issue. 

Context Experts are people with lived experience of the 
situation, including children and youth. They are the people who 
experientially know about the issue.

Source: Tamarack Institute www.uwm.edu/icfw 27



Frame the Design Challenge

• How might we reduce exposure to toxic stress?

• How might we support and build executive functioning skills?

• How might we increase opportunities for positive and 
responsive interactions?

Source: IDEO www.uwm.edu/icfw 28



Explore the Challenge

• Learn from Context and Content Experts
• Observe

• Interview

• Small group discussions/Focus Groups

• Scan the Environment
• What is already being done in your community?

• What works? What doesn’t work?
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Ideation 

• Brainstorming
• Content/context expert feedback

• Divergent, big thinking

• Theming
• Convergent thinking

• Voting

• Storyboarding/Journey Mapping
• Sketch your ideas
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Develop a Theory of Change

Source: Center on 
the Developing Child 
at Harvard University www.uwm.edu/icfw 31



Why Use a Theory of Change 
A Theory of Change helps us answer the following questions:

Are our strategies feasible and acceptable?

Do our strategies result in expected improvements in our program 
targets?

Do our strategies result in expected changes in outcomes?

Do changes in our targets predict expected changes in 
outcomes?

Do the moderators identified help explain who benefits most and 
who benefits least?

Is the intervention feasible and effective at scale?

Strategies
(What are we doing?)

Targets
(What and who are we 

impacting?)

Outcomes
(What impact do our 

strategies have on our 
targets?) 

Source: Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University



Develop a Prototype Workflow
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1. Assign a weekly chore 
partner to newly arrived child.

2. After 2 weeks of chore 
completion, peers determine if he 

has earned Cotobank eligibility.

3. Assign a Cotobank team and 
routine. 

4. Demonstrate and mentor new 
child on Cotobank activities. 

5. Develop and share Cotobank 
earning structure with children. 

6. Conduct Cotobank activities.
7. Calculate Cotobank earnings 

with children and review Cotobank 
savings. 

8. Plan Cotobank shopping trip as 
a team. 

9. Demontrate and mentonr new 
child on budgeting and spending 

during shopping trips. 



Strategic Learning
Being a learning organization serves 
multiple purposes: 

• Creates institutional memory;

• Supports just-in-time iteration; and 

• Clarifies our hypotheses about our 
work. 

By keeping insights, assumptions, and 
hypotheses at the forefront of 
organizational consciousness, our 
learning practices ensure that the design 
of any future work is informed by the 
learning of prior endeavors.

Source: Center for Community Investment



Gut 
Check

Before 
Action 

Reviews

Learning 
Logs

After 
Action 

Reviews

Shared Learning

Lessons 
Learned

ICFW Strategic Learning Process



Learning Logs
• Learning Logs are where we share 

insights and reflections on work that 
we’re doing—from Framing the 
Challenge to meetings with context 
and content experts to prototype 
testing. 

• Learning Logs serve a knowledge 
management function that allow us 
to track how our thinking and work 
with others evolves over time.

• Learning Logs also serve as an 
archive that we can refer back to 
throughout the design and 
implementation process, so that we 
may build off previous knowledge.



After Action Reviews

Conducted following an activity or 
event, after action reviews use a 
series of questions to help clarify 
desired results and reflect on 
what actually occurred to 
identify potential ways to 
improve the next time. 



ICFW’s AAR
Why do we use the After Action Review?

• Our lessons learned, whether positive or 
negative, must be based on actual results, 
not desired results. 

How do we use the After Action Review?

• By contrasting our intended results with our 
actual results, we can begin to surface 
important insights and lessons learned. 
These, ultimately, inform how we proceed –
what we sustain and what we seek to 
improve in another iteration. 

• The AAR and its lessons learned then 
contribute to dissemination and to a new 
cycle in which our lessons are further 
tested.



Evaluation
Theory of Change

• How might you measure impact on your 
outcomes?

• Are there standardized tools that already 
exist for that?

• How do you know that your strategies 
and targets are the reason for your 
outcomes?

• How might the moderators have impacted 
the outcomes?
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Capacity Building
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Translational Design Workshop - WIIFM
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Over the course of this introductory session and 5 learning and 5 working  
sessions, participants will:

• Develop a deeper understanding of the science of overloaded families.

• Engage content and context experts in the design and improvement 
processes.

• Identify and frame the challenges that overloaded families face. 

• Brainstorm and design solutions to the challenges that the overloaded 
families face. 

• Approach learning as an outcome. 

• Build a Community of Practice who can serve as a learning collaborative 
and supportive capacity-builder.



Translational Design Workshop - WIIFM

Participants will also be introduced to and use the following tools:

• Basecamp

• Framing the Challenge/5 Why’s

• Theory of Change

• Prototype Workflow

• Learning Logs

• After Action Reviews
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Questions?
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Sources
Center for Community Investment 

Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University

Greater Good Studio 

• George Aye – Overcoming Power and Privilege in Community Change

Here to There Consulting – Mark Cabaj

ICFW Strategic Learning Practice Brief

IDEO

Social Workers Who Design 

• Rachael Dietkus – Trauma-Informed Design 

Tamarack Institute 

• Lisa Attygalle – The Context Experts 
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https://centerforcommunityinvestment.org/blog/what-does-it-look-be-learning-organization
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/
https://greatergoodstudio.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8D43NP74U10
https://here2there.ca/
https://uwm.edu/icfw/wp-content/uploads/sites/384/2020/04/ICFW-Practice-Brief-Strategic-Learning.pdf
https://cantwait.ideo.com/
https://www.socialworkerswho.design/
https://vimeo.com/506548212
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/the-context-experts


Interested in the Translational Design Workshop?

Send interest and inquiries to

Luke at lwaldo@chw.org.

Upcoming workshop registration 

will be shared with you shortly.
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Thank you! Stay in touch.
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Luke Waldo

lwaldo@chw.org

ICFW Website:

http://uwm.edu/icfw/

Sign up for our newsletter:

https://uwm.edu/icfw/newsletters/

mailto:lwaldo@chw.org
http://uwm.edu/icfw/
https://uwm.edu/icfw/newsletters/

