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  The Utah Indigent Defense Commission

The mission of the Indigent Defense Commission is to protect constitutionally 
guaranteed liberties through ongoing support for effective indigent defense 
services throughout the state of Utah
 



The Utah IPR program description

● Interdisciplinary parental representation (“IPR”) teams are created by partnering a social 
worker and an attorney to enable collaboration that gives clients holistic representation with 
the benefit of multiple perspectives and skill sets
 
○ IPR social workers are part of the parent’s legal team.

■ Their client is the parent
■ They and the attorney have responsibilities only to the client 

● And by extension to the family
■ They also are required to comply with the NASW Code of Ethics

● IPR teams are supervised by the managing defender attorney in each county and region
● IDC collects reports on activity and on case outcomes



Utah IPR Program History

● IPR pilot program was initiated by the Legislature in the 2022 General Session
○ Followed on IDC-funded work started in 2019 – Salt Lake and Utah counties

 

● Currently 9 social workers covering 9 counties
○ Box Elder/Cache (started July 2023)
○ Davis (started Feb 2023)
○ Iron/Beaver/Kane (started October 2022)
○ Salt Lake County (started 2019)
○ Utah (started 2019)
○ Weber (started Dec 2022)



Interdisciplinary Legal Representation 

● Programs are in place across the country
○ Washington
○ Colorado
○ South Dakota
○ North Carolina
○ New York City 

● Research from many jurisdictions demonstrates the multiple benefits to children and families of 
interdisciplinary legal representation



New York City - 2021 Report

A multiyear study in New York City compared the outcomes of child welfare cases in which 

parents were represented by multidisciplinary family defender offices with cases in which parents 

were represented by solo practitioners assigned from a rotating panel of lawyers. The study 

found outcomes “dramatically better in cases handled by these offices, as measured by the 

reduced amount of time children were kept from their parents’ custody as compared with parents 

whose lawyers were solo practitioners”

Guggenheim, Martin, How Family Defender Offices in New York City Are Able to Safely Reduce the Time Children Spend in Foster Care (March 1, 2021). 54 
Family Law Quarterly 1 (2020), NYU School of Law, Public Law Research Paper No. 21-10, Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3795603

 

https://ssrn.com/abstract=3795603


Colorado – 2024 Report

A Colorado study of its interdisciplinary representation model found “achieving permanency with 

parents or kin was significantly higher for children whose parents had IDT representation, providing 

compelling insight into the value of the IDT model for sustained outcomes and further evidence on 

IDT teams as a leveling-up factor for parents with more complex cases.”

Child Welfare Case Outcomes of ORPC Representation (2024)

chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://coloradolab.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/IDT-Phase-II-LCA
-Findings_FINAL_12.12.pdf



IPR Core Beliefs

● We believe a family’s chance of succeeding improves exponentially when provided effective legal 
representation, timely and effective services, positive support and sincere opportunities to learn and 
grow

 

● We believe parents in dependency and termination proceedings deserve a trusted, accessible, and 
non-coercive social worker who can help guide them through the complex and multi-faceted social 
structure of the child welfare system. 

● We believe every child’s basic right is for the system they encounter to make active and consistent 
efforts to have their parents returned to them in a safe environment.  

 



Benefits to parents from the IPR team

Social worker activities provide the attorney with accurate, up to date information and the benefit of a different skill set 
and knowledge – attorneys are not social workers

● Frequent contact with parent and attention to their needs, leads to good information exchange with the attorney 
that strengthens the presentation of the parent’s case
○ Gathering information from therapists, evaluators, doctors, and drug treatment counselors and discussing 

this information with the parent to ensure the client understands these professionals’ recommendations 
and the attorney gets information for court proceedings

● Ensuring the parent understands the legal processes improves attorney/client preparations for court 
○ Attorneys can interact with the parent better due to the parent’s understanding and the attorney’s ability to 

have and interpret information they otherwise wouldn’t get on their own 
● Supporting parents outside of court including at more than 600 Child and Family Team Meetings between 2023 

and 2025 provides them another advocate
○ Frequent in-person and phone contacts with the parent helps keep them engaged in the reunification 

process and motivated to complete a plan 
● Helping the parent to identify barriers to completing the court’s orders and to overcome them without relying on 

caseworker to solve the problem



In Home case outcomes

● IPR social workers provide frequent client contact, problem solving to address barriers and 

assistance to secure resources, while maintaining continuing connection with the caseworker

○ IPR teams assigned to represent the parent have a 90% success rate over three years

■ 177 parents’ cases closed without the children taken from their family

● 177 PSS cases with an IPR team closed since 2022

● 276 total PSS cases with an IPR team (including still-open cases)



Out of Home case outcomes

Recorded the placement status at or outcome of the permanency hearing reported by the IPR team

● Cases from January 2023 through September 2025 are included in our reporting 

● The primary goal for the team is for the parent to obtain the least restrictive permanent placement 
possible—and especially that they retain their parental rights
○ Reunification with the client is the top priority
○ Reunification with the other parent keeps the family together 
○ Permanent placement with relatives allowing the parent to retain some parental rights

● Data collected demonstrates that a high percentage of placement decisions at the permanency 
hearing are positive outcomes for parents with an IPR team





 IPR teams enhance a collaborative system

The Common Goal:

To strengthen the family and keep children safe from neglect and abuse

● The system is adversarial – parent defense is a counterpoint to prosecution

● To achieve the goal, collaboration is necessary throughout the case

○ A collaborative system depends on effective communication and independent action

● IPR teams cannot have responsibilities that conflict with the client’s goals  

○ Their activity must focus on support for the parent’s progress

● DCFS staff sometimes have conflicting responsibilities

○ IPR team social workers can fill gaps arising from a caseworker’s wide range of 
responsibilities (e.g. collateral contacts; kin search)



IPR social worker as a resource for caseworkers in a collaborative system

● Connecting with the parent to encourage their engagement and activity on the services plan          
○ The caseworker wants to see progress too

● Supporting the parent to build a positive caseworker/parent relationship
○ A strong indicator of success is a strong relationship

■ That is often not easy for a caseworker to navigate
■ Ask the IPR social worker to collaborate to help build a better relationship

● Having difficult conversations with the parent:
○ Mother’s claim to the attorney:

■ CW didn’t call me to schedule visit so I didn’t get to see my kids.
● SW reviews records and has her own records of contacts

○ They let the parent know they are not being truthful about who didn’t 
follow through

○ They let the lawyer know not to make an argument when they have bad 
facts 

➔ Partner to get the parent to actively engage in services that will help reunify the family



IPR social worker as a resource for caseworkers in an adversarial system

● Providing timely and complete information to therapists and making recommendations for collateral 
contacts where something is missed or delayed

● Reviewing evaluation tools and conclusions by treatment professionals – when IPR worker is qualified

● Raising issues that are damaging opportunities for collaboration – conflicts; kin; non-participation

● Correcting out of date or inaccurate information about the parent – current housing; mental health status

● Challenging bias by providing information and raising questions when decisions appear to result from bias  

○ Bias against a parent due to negative interactions

○ Preference for a resource family because of positive interactions

○ Racial discomfort or pre-judgement

■ IPR social worker, as advocate for the parent, has a role in challenging and changing 

perspectives



IPR social workers as a resource for the court 

● Juvenile court judges benefit  from from having more information from each side
○ The state’s greater resources put the defense at a disadvantage
○ IPR social workers deliver defense resources to level up the capacity of the attorney to gather and 

interpret information to challenge what the prosecution reports

● The IPR team’s complementary skills sets can give the judge more than they get from a defense attorney 
alone
○ A parent’s condition and needs are not always identified adequately by the caseworker or the by the 

parent’s attorney
■ IPR social workers make concerted efforts to fill that gap in knowledge and to suggest 

services



IPR social workers collaborate with the attorney to bring information to the court 

● Providing accurate and current information on parent’s status and compliance with orders

● Delivering timely and complete information to therapists to speed parent’s participation in treatment, and 
identifying collateral contacts 

● Reviewing evaluation tools and conclusions by treatment professionals – (when qualified)

● Ensuring an effective search for kinship placement options to report to the court

● Collecting facts necessary to the attorney’s approach to the litigation and encouraging discovery and 
motion practice

● Helping interpret trauma and provide cultural context to communicate parent’s needs to the attorney and 
then to the court

● Action planning with parent and developing safety plans for the attorney to propose to the court

● Educating parent on court processes to support their participation in efficient proceedings

● Explaining the judge’s expectations to the parent and providing parent emotional support in court



IPR teams present the court with information to challenge the prosecution

● Inaccuracies or incomplete information can come in reports to the court and may lead the judge to unsupported 
conclusions
○ Who corrects that and how?

● Without assistance, the attorney will almost certainly bring less in support of their client than what is available
○ The IPR social worker’s goal is to gather and deliver that information to the attorney

● A claim made that a parent is suicidal, so kids shouldn’t do a home visit  
○ LCSW interviews the parent at the parent’s home and finds no evidence of suicidal ideation 

● An opinion given that children will be harmed by any contact with their mother
○ Therapist contacted re ethical implications of communicating that opinion as a conclusion

● Reviewing 2000 pages of medical documents to identify doctor’s opinion
○ e.g. No medical opinion to support claim of Munchausen (FDIA)
○ An evaluator found to not have been provided crucial information regarding the parent

● Court reports and information not likely to be supplied by the attorney alone:
○ Photos from a very recent home visit
○ Collateral contacts that identify parent supports
○ Obtaining an additional evaluation to support a request for appropriate services



IPR teams enhance representation for families

● The focus for this interdisciplinary legal work is to enhance advocacy on behalf of the parent both 
in court and outside court 
○ That advocacy includes providing the judge with the most complete and accurate information 

that can be produced when a social worker and an attorney collaborate

● The goal of this system ought to be to provide active and effective efforts to engage the parent, 
obtain the resources necessary for the parent to provide their child with safety, and to preserve the 
family 
○ A family’s chance of succeeding improves exponentially when provided effective legal 

representation, timely and effective services, positive support and sincere opportunities to 
learn and grow

○ IPR teams are a step in that direction



Program challenges

● Defense attorneys’ demand exceeds social worker supply 
○ We anticipate no additional money anytime soon

● Uncertainty and conflicts around the role of the social worker 
○ Social worker excluded from some meetings
○ Social worker assigned to work with both parents 

➔ The social worker is part of the child and family team if the team is collaborating



Questions and a Request

Adam Trupp Leslie Howitt

atrupp@utah.gov lhowitt@utah.gov

mailto:atrupp@utah.gov

