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Family/Caregiver Engagement Guidelines
Welcome to research engagement in child and youth mental health! Here are a few considerations to get you started. 
Getting started. Note that research engagement is very different from being a research participant. It is an ongoing process where you will develop a relationship with the researchers and become part of the research team. This may seem overwhelming at first, but research does not have to be frightening. Take the time to learn about the research engagement process and the research project. It takes time to build the relationships and the knowledge you need to make an impact – be patient, as you can’t always make a strong impact on the project as soon as you are engaged. It might take some time to be able to make substantial contributions, but you’ll get there if you allow yourself the time to learn. Feel free to ask questions – that’s part of what you’re there for! Know that your voice matters. 
While the engagement process takes time, so does the research itself. Settle in for the rid and don’t give up. If you continue to advocate for child and youth mental health and strong research projects, you will make an impact on the research.
Readiness to engage. It is important to recognize your own lived experience and mental health and substance use journey, as well as its importance of it to the research at hand. Consider whether you are at a point in your journey where you are ready to engage. You should have a certain level of understanding of what you went through and how it impacted you. Some people might choose to wait until they have some distance from their most intensive experiences in the system. They might find that this provides them with the time and opportunity to reflect upon it, making them more ready to engage in the research. It is up to you to decide whether you are ready to engage. 
The researchers can provide some training and documents that can help you be more ready to engage. For example, they might offer you with training on engagement and an orientation to the research project. These will help you build your readiness, so don’t feel you have to know everything from the beginning. They might also develop a terms of reference document that can help you identify what your tasks are and what you can choose to do, versus what you can opt out of if you must decrease your involvement in one aspect of the project. 
Acknowledging researcher perspectives. It is important to try to understand the researcher’s perspectives, which are different from family/caregiver perspectives. Try putting yourself in their shoes for a moment to understand the practicalities of research: tight budgets, rigid academic deadlines, academic hierarchies. Researchers do not always have the full freedom to engage completely as they wish, but are bound by other considerations and restrictions. Research is a community that has its own culture. In line with that culture, some aspects of the research might not be completely shared and fully transparent. Nevertheless, understand that you have an important place within the research culture.
Acknowledging youth perspectives. Acknowledge that youth typically want their own space to engage. While you may want to engage with them to hear directly from them, they typically feel better engaged to separately. This gives them a dedicated space where they are empowered to affect the research, uninfluenced by family/caregivers, who may be perceived to hold more power. It is important to respect their preferences and their dedicated space to engage. 
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