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WHAT  IS A COMMUNITY CAFÉ? 
 
Community Cafés are group conversations designed to spark leadership to build the relationships needed to 
strengthen families.  Community Cafés are planned and led by parents and caregivers, in partnership with community 
members.  Hosting teams typically use the World Café technology and Appreciative Inquiry to harvest the collective 
knowledge of the group and transform that knowledge into action. Group building traditions and customs are 
designed into conversations and hosts ensure a culturally relevant setting. Meaningful relationships develop as 
parents and community members contribute to conversations based on the Strengthening Families Protective Factor 
Framework (www.cssp.org).  
 
To begin the Community Café process organizers clarify the purpose for the meeting and invite interested community 
members to help with the planning.  The setting chosen and the kind of invitation developed will reflect the culture 
of the community and appeal to the families and children in the community. Cafés typically run two hours and 
include a “Kid Café” or child care.  The room arrangement is very specific: round tables to seat four, no more than 
five, with newsprint and markers at each table. Two or three carefully developed questions are presented that will 
promote thoughtful discussions about the café purpose. Kid Café activities often include circle conversations related 
to the stories, songs and activities from the represented cultures. Ideas from the table conversations are captured on 
the newsprint as “harvests” and collected. The meeting organizers gather these notes and share them, celebrate the 
accomplishments and determine next steps, including topics for the next Café meeting.    
 
The seven step process for hosting a Community Café and accompanying reference tools which may be helpful can 
be found on the Community Café website, www.thecommunity.com.  If a group is anticipated to be larger than 12, 
the World Café method is recommended for convening meaningful conversations. If you would like more information 
on the World Café model, go to www.theworldcafe.org.  

 
WHAT IS THE NEW YORK STATE PARENTING EDUCATION PARTNERSHIP? 

 
The New York State Parenting Education Partnership (NYSPEP) is a statewide cross systems network of almost 1,500 
practitioners, program managers, researchers and policymakers that promotes, provides and improves evidence 
based parenting education, in order to enhance parents’ skills, knowledge and behavior.  NYSPEP provides 
professional development and learning opportunities for its members as well as policy and planning initiatives that 
support healthy family development. NYSPEP continues to collaborate with the ECAC Strong Families Work Group to 
promote and improve positive parenting practices through these activities: 

 Family Engagement – Conduct key informant interviews to learn more about how state agencies 
define and use “family engagement” policies in their work and to build a more unified perspective 
among the many state-level programs; 

 New Parent Kit – Develop a prototype of a New Parent Kit that will be delivered to all parents of 
newborns beginning with targeted communities; 

 Community Cafés – Encourage the use of the Community Café model and promote the benefits of 
parent leadership and this grassroots community development approach. 

 

NYSPEP is supported in part by Office of Mental Health (OMH) Children’s Plan funds as well as with in-kind supports 
and services from the other convener organizations, Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS), Council on 
Children and Families (CCF) Prevent Child Abuse New York (PCANY) and principal partners, State Education 
Department (SED) and Department of Health (DOH). NYSPEP is also supported by funds from the New York State 
Head Start Collaboration Project, the Early Childhood Comprehensive Systems initiative and by fees charged for 
participation in professional development days and for the credential program.   

http://www.cssp.org/
http://www.thecommunity.com/
http://www.theworldcafe.org/
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Implementing the Community Café Approach:   
A Summary of 14 Community Café Site Reports on Building Parent Leadership and 

Strengthening New York Families and Communities 
 
In 2012, the New York State Parenting Education Partnership (NYSPEP) funded 17 
community-based organizations to form Community Teams in partnership with parents.1  
Over the last year, these teams hosted Community Café (CC) conversations in their 
community in various locations across New York State.  (See Appendix A for specific café 
site locations and organizations.)   
 
Community Teams participated in three separate interview processes to capture their 
experience of building parent partnerships and the impact of hosting Community Cafés in 
their communities.  This is the third report in the series of team interviews completed in 
the fall of 2013.2  Fourteen teams participated. 
 
The State Café Team3 observed several state level 
impacts of the Community Café project including:  
 State level early childhood and family support 

initiatives were  infused with authentic, direct 
parent voices; 

 Communities now have an approach for 
creating social supports that is parent led and 
can sustain itself on informal organizational 
supports or partnerships; 

 Parents were involved on their own terms, 
rather than in roles defined by state agencies or 
organizations; 

 Parents felt valued and supported as 
contributing members of the community with 
shared concerns for the safety and well-being of 
the community or neighborhood and its 
families; 

 Shared learning and group conversations on issues increased parent confidence, linked 
families to resources, and created a sense of hope and connectedness to each other and 
to their community; and 

 Parent participation increased and Community Cafés became a means for programs to 
partner with new community leaders.  
 

 
                                                           
1
 Parent is used throughout this document to mean parent, grandparent or any primary caregiver of a child or 

children.   
2
 [Community Cafes: Building Parent Leadership and Strengthening New York State Families and Communities 

Report (Spring 2013); Community Cafes: Summary Report of the Pre-Orientation Interviews with 16 Community 
Café Teams (Fall 2012)] 
3
 The Community Café State Leadership Team is comprised of two Parent Leaders, and two members of the 

NYSPEP Steering Committee with support from the National Alliance of Children’s Trust and Prevention funds.    

Our café brought “together a group of 
people who may have never gotten 
together otherwise. We came together and 
gave each other a shoulder to lean on, a 
place to say, ‘Where do I go from here?’ 
and most of the time we gave each other 
laughter and a feeling that we weren’t 
alone in our daily struggles. It was an 
amazing experience to come together as 
adults, knowing our children were safe and 
doing a fun and educational activity, while 
we were able to just ‘be’. (Cafés) gave us 
togetherness which made us better 
parents and the fruit from that will be 
harvested many times over and deems 
itself priceless.”  Parent Host 

http://nyspep.org/files/6613/9688/0977/CafeReportNYSPEPrev130520.pdf
http://nyspep.org/files/6613/9688/0977/CafeReportNYSPEPrev130520.pdf
http://nyspep.org/files/3013/9688/1108/CafeSummary2012.pdf
http://nyspep.org/files/3013/9688/1108/CafeSummary2012.pdf
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“Doing this project has taught 
me that while we might be just 
one small group, we can create a 
far reaching ripple effect to 
empower and hear other voices.  
It reminds me that you can make 
a difference by hosting a space 
for people to step into a new role 
in their lives and community.  
Cafés are about the power of 
voice because in today's world 
we are busy and get a lot of 
information but cafés allow 
people an opportunity to listen 
and share in a real and authentic 
way.  I hear those voices and 
ideas and see how I can improve 
my own local and larger 
community.”  -Parent Host 
 

Impact of the Community Café Project on local communities  
 
NYSPEP launched the Community Café Project with four project objectives:  
 

1. Enhance community-based organizations’ capacity to support parent partners in 
hosting Community Cafés. 

2. Identify and strengthen community supports that engage and protect families. 
3. Build parent capacity to help their families thrive.  
4. Build community capacity to create action plans that address challenges affecting 

the social and emotional well-being of children and families. 
 
The Café State Team designed interview questions to 
correspond to the project objectives.  The Parent Leaders 
facilitated the interview process, in which fourteen 
Community Teams participated. Below is a summary of 
their responses.    
 
Objective 1:  Build Community-based organizations’ 
capacity to support parent partners in hosting 
Community Cafés.    

Twelve out of 14 community teams reported successfully 
hosting at least five cafés with parents having a significant 
lead in the planning, hosting and coordination, with 
support from their organization partners.  These teams had 
at least two parent partners or one parent partner with a 
high level of involvement throughout their café series.  One 
team reported not having a consistent parent partner and 
only hosted two cafés.  Another team had staff host 
conversations with parents choosing the topic.  Settings for 
café conversations included family support centers, early 
learning centers, schools and libraries. 
 
Here are a few of the team comments: 
 

 “We shared the café approach with community organizations and schools and the 
Parent Teacher Association (PTA).  The PTA did not have very much involvement 
from people that did not speak English.  As a result of one café, a Latina woman 
volunteered to be the next vice president and translator for parents in the school.  
For the first time the school has a person acting in that role.  It was exciting to talk to 
the school about involving parents in the hosting and inviting and it improved their 
initial strategy of the school making the phone calls to parents to come to PTA 
meetings.  The school district-administration received funds for training and called 
us and asked how they could use the CC approach in their work to work with 
parents as partners.”  
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 “One of our current parent hosts has moved to another area of the county and will 
be transitioning to new volunteer roles in her new school district.  She spoke about 
wanting to start Community Café conversations in her new community and another 
member of the team offered to make an introduction to someone else who may be 
able to assist in making that a reality.” 
 

Objective 2:  Identify and strengthen community supports that engage and protect 

families 

All interviewed programs where parents had a significant lead in the hosting of at least five 
cafés reported improved or new partnerships with parent hosts.  Twelve out of the 14 
teams who hosted at least five cafés also reported an improvement in their service delivery.  
Many teams talked about a shift in staff thinking as they changed their typical pattern from 
being the primary planners and workers to having parents lead this project.  The most 
common improvements reported were parents having more voice in program service 
delivery and staff developing stronger relationships with parents.  One team also reported 
that the cafés helped staff members become more bonded with each other.   

Types of Improvements in Service Delivery # of teams  
 Increased opportunities to inform families about their services 8 

 Programs became more responsive to emergent needs of families 7 

 CC approach was used in other existing programs or activities 6 

 Staff improved relationships with each other or with staff from other 
organizations 

 
7 

 Staff became more aware of community resources 7 

 More parents became involved or attended other programs in other 
activities (other than hosting cafés) 

 
9 

 Parent voices informed service delivery 6 

 Staff improved relationships with parents 10 

 
A few Team comments: 
 
“Many parents became connected with local and city organizations, such as a department of 
health parent advisory board that enabled their leadership to develop further. Parents 
from the group are now serving on the Community Advisory Board to Project LAUNCH. The 
Hunts Point Alliance for Children staff and one parent leader presented the Community 
Café model at the statewide New York State Child Abuse Prevention Conference in April 
2013. During the course of Let’s Talk, our café project, many parent participants took on 
new leadership roles, such as leadership in the PTA and paid work as a parent advocate. 
These new opportunities were not a direct result of their café participation, but those 
parents all cited the cafes as a source of positive skill development and networking that 
assisted them in obtaining and succeeding in their new position.”   
 



 

5 
 

“Although there was already outreach being done, this increased our capacity to build 
relationships with parents and allowed staff to develop stronger relationships with people 
they served.  Staff knew and heard directly from the people.  Services became more 
connected to each other.  Our Cooperative became more bonded.  At another location, the 
school was hearing directly from parents about relevant issues and things that were of 
concern.  People learned more about the resources in their community and other 
organizations assisting with issues such as hunger and nutrition.  Cafés are becoming 
rooted in different parts of the community with our help.  It looks different in each 
neighborhood – concerns vary widely based on the issues or goals of the hosting team.” 
 
“Parent engagement is a huge component of our Head Start program, and being able to 
conduct cafés provided an opportunity for staff to interact with parents.  Parents were also 
provided with a forum that was driven by their particular interests and concerns for the 
development of the community.  During cafés, participants were able to hear about 
different resources available in the community either while conversing or from handouts 
from community providers.  The relationships between parents and staff also strengthened 
as sharing opened up opportunities for better understanding.” 

 
 

Objective 3:  Build parents’ capacity to help their children thrive 
 
The 12 teams who hosted at least five cafés with parent partners reported changes in this 
area.  Two of the most common responses from teams related to parents feeling an 
increase in self-efficacy and more connected to others.  Examples of self-efficacy included:  
having a voice, feeling more empowered, feeling more confident to advocate for their 
families or children, increased coping skills, an increase in leadership activities in addition 
to hosting cafés and feeling more hopeful.  Four teams reported that attendance in other 
existing programs increased as a result of parents attending cafés.  Teams varied in the 
ways they observed these changes.  Some teams used surveys, verbal feedback, parent self-
reports, 1:1 conversations and observations. 
 

Changes reported in parent capacity to strengthen their family # of teams 
Parents reporting an increase in self-efficacy 11 
Parents making more friends, getting to know others in their community 9 
Parents becoming more aware or accessing community resources 11 
Parents improved or developed relationships with staff 12 
Parents feeling more positive or supported after attending cafés 11 
Parents sharing parenting information 8 
Parents reporting feeling less isolated 8 
Parents addressing issues they were concerned about  8 

 
Comments from a few of the Teams: 
 
“Many families did not have information about what was available to them throughout the 
lifespan of their child. Parents with young children with autism learned from each other 
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new coping skills from parents with older children with autism, made friends with other 
parents; we had so much feedback from parents saying they felt so much better leaving 
than when they walked in.  Many remarked that they needed a place to focus on the 
positives of the situation and the café setting was a very inviting, peaceful place to talk.” 
 
“Parents benefited from attending cafes by getting more information about what they were 
looking for in the community, they felt their voices were heard, they took pride in helping 
be a part of something that was substantial in the community; they made lasting 
connections.” 
 
“Families fostered relationships with each other; developed friendships; opportunities to 
share ideas, experiences and a sense of support.”  
 
“At the end of every (café), the group reserved time for feedback/sharing, and participants 
took a post-café anonymous survey.  Parents who shared personal challenges during the 
café tended to report that they felt supported. Parents from the community and within our 
organization reported receiving direct benefits such as developing connections to 
community services, helpful information.”  
 
“We work with a high-risk population 
and parents are dealing with high 
stress.  They came in as strangers and 
left as good friends.  The bond they 
created had a definite impact on their 
social interactions with each other and 
how they felt supported outside in the 
community.  We had a core of regulars 
and we had new people that also 
attended.  We also had parents that 
were grandparents caring for 
grandchildren.  We had Kid Cafés that 
focused around the protective factors; 
many of the children had special needs and required 1:1 attention.” 
 
“Cafés provided an opportunity to get out and meet new people and have adult time.  I 
challenged my comfort zone of speaking with people I didn’t know.  We had an opportunity 
to think about community and different aspects of parenting.  There were lots of parenting 
reflection moments and I learned a lot I didn’t know.  This was a neat tool for connecting 
with others.  I wish this existed when our kids were younger.” 
 
 
Objective 4:  Build community capacity to create action plans that address challenges 
affecting the social and emotional well-being of children and families  
 
Ten teams reported implementing action plans in the neighborhood or community as a 
result of café conversations. Examples of community actions that resulted from Community 
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Cafés included neighborhood “take back” strategies, clean-ups, nutrition and health 
projects.  Most sites are continuing cafés and several sites mentioned assisting others to 
start new sites in their community.  Nearly all of the teams reported receiving support from 
the community to host cafés such as help with child care, food or supplies or printed 
materials to hand out to café guests which supported sustainability. 
 

Community actions reported as a result of hosting CC’s # of teams 
Started cafés in new locations or will continue to host cafés 12 
Neighborhood projects started as a result of café conversations 10 
Increased awareness by café attendees of community issues impacting families 12 
More involvement by families typically not engaged (such as non-English 
speaking parents) 
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A few comments from Teams: 
 
“Since October 2012, the parent leaders have met an average of twice a month and have 
hosted a café about public safety, co-hosted a community clean-up day for parents and high 
school students, hosted a café about summer community options, advocated for and 
partnered with the Police Athletic League to bring summer Play Streets to Hunts Point,  
hosted a café and training on educational rights for Hunts Point parents, and hosted a café 
on  community food access that included popular family cooking activities.” 
 
“The meeting grew so large we had to move it to the library.  One staff was invited to 
summer block parties and she was able to talk about the four  year old pre-K program that 
they are trying to get every four  year old to attend. Nutrition courses have also been given 
in a new neighborhood location.   We developed new relationships between neighborhood 
block parties, the neighborhood association, Project Hope and different agency connections 

to include food programs, battered women, 
Cooperative Extension and MCC.  This was a 
new way to reach out and be present in the 
community.  It reestablished old relationships 
and created new ones that were able to 
invigorate a neighborhood. We challenged the 
neighborhood perception that it was unsafe.  We 
purposely chose this location to take it back and 
help change the reputation of this area.” 
 
“We are planning and developing a series of 
cafés for the 2013-2014 year with three goals in 
mind:  funding, developing more parent leaders, 

and getting the word out to the community.  We are also figuring out how to create 
opportunities to talk to more parents and explain the benefit for attending.  Our primary 
audience will be families with young children.”   

The Appreciative Inquiry Process  

Plattsburgh Community 
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From Parent Leaders Kara and Katie 

about their information gathering 

process:   

“We wanted to use the Appreciative 

Inquiry interviews to build relationships 

with hosting teams. Personal phone calls 

helped us ensure everyone's voice was 

heard and make contact with those who 

didn’t respond by email. People 

appreciated the opportunity to share 

their stories.  We needed to provide 

continual outreach and enough flexibility 

so they could share their stories in a 

format that worked best for their teams.” 

 
The Community Café approach is a parent driven strategy to strengthen families.  After the 
completion of the first year of cafés, two parent hosts volunteered to start a Community 
Café Parent Leadership Team.  The Parent Leadership Team is supported by the New York 
State Leadership Team and NYSPEP.  Their first activity was to lead the data gathering for 
this report. 
 
This two parent team conducted Appreciative Inquiry interviews with hosting teams.  For 
this interview, teams were encouraged to have at least two people on the call, a parent 
host, as well as a representative from their partnering organization.  Those who were not 
able to make time for a phone interview were invited to send in a written response to the 
interview questions.   
 
Interview questions were designed with the project 
goals in mind: 

1. In what ways, if any, did hosting cafés enhance 
services already being provided for families?   

2. How did parents benefit from attending cafés?  
How do you know? 

3. Did parent leadership emerge as a result of café 
activities?   

4. What new staff leadership emerged as a result 
of café activities?   

5. What action steps, if any, came about as a result 
of hosting cafés? 

6. What challenges have you found in your 
community and how could cafés impact those 
challenges? 

7. What community supports did you have for 
your cafes?   

8. What support could you imagine getting from 
our new leadership team? 

 
Parent Leadership Team  
Kara Georgi 
Community Café Parent Leadership Team 
 
I was invited to help host cafés by a friend who knew I was involved with families with 
children with special needs. I like how cafés are grounded in the Protective Factor 
Framework, flexible, leading to open communication and dialogue; titles are left to the side 
and people can just be themselves.  It is nice to participate in adult conversation, bring my 
kids and be accepted.  I love helping in my local community and have seen how the cafés 
can offer parents a chance to get out and connect with others, especially parents with little 
kids.  Helping as a parent leader at the state level is also so very special because I can hear 
and learn about the impact across the state and the variety of ways it's being implemented.  



 

9 
 

The team leading the production of this report include two parent leaders from Auburn 

NY,  Kara Georgi and Katie MacIntyre; Elizabeth Belsito, NYS Council on Children and 

Families,  and Judy Richards, Children and Family Trust Fund of the Office of Children 

and Family Services.   This New York leadership team was assisted by the National 

Alliance of Children’s Trust and Prevention Funds (www.ctfalliance.org) and the 

Community Café Leadership Team in Washington State (www.thecommunitycafe.com.) 

Being a leader equips me with knowledge and hopefully keep the cafés going and spreading 
to new places. 
 
Katie MacIntyre 
Community Café Parent Leadership Team 
 
I got involved with cafes because I wanted to meet more people and get connected back 
into the community in Auburn.  I had no idea when I first volunteered what an amazing and 
rewarding experience it would be. I was also pleased to help lead a Café session at the NYS 
Child Abuse Conference in April 2013 and share my enthusiasm with others.  My role on 
the parent leadership team is very important to me. I am proud to be a part of all of the 
great work being done to strengthen families in New York State and look forward to 
meeting other café teams. I love to hear about the great things communities all over the 
state are doing with the Café approach. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Visit Projects on NYSPEP.ORG http://nyspep.org/index.php/projects/community-cafes/ 
for more information. 
 

http://www.ctfalliance.org/
http://www.thecommunitycafe.com/
http://nyspep.org/index.php/projects/community-cafes/
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APPENDIX A 

Table of Sites and Corresponding Supports Contributed to the Hosting of Cafés 

Sponsoring Agency 
Town & 

Community 
Community Partners 

1.  
The Autism Society of the 
Greater Capital Region 

Schenectady  Schenectady ARC 

2.  
Child Care Coordinating Council 
of North Country 

Plattsburgh 
 Behavioral Health Services North  

 Family Connections 

3.  
Mohawk Valley Community 
Action Agency 

Utica 

 Child Development & Family Resource Divisions 

 YMCA- Rome, NY 

 RCIL-Resource Center for Independent Living 

 Utica Public Library 

4.  Community Human Services 
Saratoga & 
Schenectady 

 YMCA 

 Head Start 

 Infant, Toddler Mental Health Task Force 

 Four Winds Hospital 

5.  
Children's Community Head 
Start and Early Head Start 
Program 

Ronkonkoma & Port 
Jefferson 

 The Community Programs Center of Long 
Island, Inc. 

6.  Early Years Institute Manhasset  Local School PTAs 

7.  
SCO; Families Building 
Communities 

Queens: Jackson 
Heights & Elmhurst 

 Library 

 School 

8.  
Abyssinian Development 
Corporation 

New York: Harlem 
 Harlem Children’s Zone 

 Mission Society 

9.  
Pro Action of Steuben and Yates, 
Inc. 

Addison &  Bath 
 Bath Community Daycare Center 

 Addison Baptist Church 

10.  

Family Enrichment Network- 
Head Start & Early Head Start 
and Child Care Resource & 
Referral Programs 

Johnson City 

 Building Brighter Futures for Broome (a 
coalition of 23 public and private agencies with 
representatives in the fields of education, 
human services, social services, and health.) 

 Family Violence Prevention Council 

 Binghamton City Schools- PACT program 

11.  
Cornell Cooperative Extension of 
Tompkins County 

Ithaca: Cedar Creek 
West Village, Greater 
Ithaca Activities 
Center; Rural 
Tompkins: Newfield, 
Groton, Dryden, 
Newfield& 
Brooktondale  

 Cornell Cooperative Extension 4-H Urban 
Outreach and 4-H Youth Development 

 Cornell Public Service Center 

 Cornell/Public Achievement Coaches 

 Lehman Alternative Community School 

 Greater Ithaca Activities Center 

 Newfield Schools  

 Dryden Happy Way Childcare Center 

 Tompkins Community Action/ Head Start 

   College interns/volunteers & retirees 

   Food banks, community gardens 

   Early Childhood Development Collaborators 

   Child Development Council’s Director’s group 

   Franzeska Racker Centers’ Early Recognition 
Specialist 

 Park Foundation 
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Sponsoring Agency 
Town & 

Community 
Community Partners 

12.  Gavras Center; Success By Six Auburn 

 Restaurants giving good rates for food 

 Red Cross,  

 Child Advocacy Center 

 Local fire and police stations-  

 Resource bags for parents with materials from 
many agencies 

 YMCA Child Care 

 Day Rehabilitation Program-volunteers to post 
flyers 

 Auburn United Methodist Church 

 Seymour Public Library 

 The Citizen 

 Local media 

13.  
Hillside Family of Agencies; 
Peter Castle Family Resource 
Center 

Rochester 

 Peter Castle Family Resource Center and 
neighbors 

 Lincoln Branch Library of Monroe County 
Library System 

 Hillside Family of Agencies Partner Support 
Services 

 Grandparents from the Skip Generations 
Program 

 Project HOPE/Urban Village Collaboration  

 Greater Rochester Parent Leadership Training 
Institute 

14.  
Phelps Clifton Springs Head 
Start; Our Children's Place Child 
Care Center 

Clifton Springs 

 Area businesses 

 Humane Society of Ontario County 

 Parents bringing cookies 

15.  Hunts Point Alliance for Children Bronx: Hunts Point 

 Build On 

 Police Athletic League 

 NYC Family Resource Center 

 Corbin Hill Farms 

 St. Ignatius School 

 Majora Carter Group 
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