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Agenda

Q+A

Introduction to Holistic Defense at BxD

Introductions + Goal Setting



Holistic Defense:
What is it?



Traditional
Defense

Explore Ways of 
Excluding Evidence

Investigate the Facts

Research Possible 
Defenses

Present Mitigation

Try the Case

Negotiate a Plea-
Bargain

Lawyer-Centered







Systemic drivers of criminal system 
involvement

Unmet 

mental health 

needs

Housing 

Instability

Poverty Over 

policing

Unmet 

substance 

use needs



Perpetual punishment of criminal 
system involvement

Family 

Separation

Eviction and 

Housing 

Instability

Un and Under

Employment

Loss of 
Benefits and 
Financial aid

Deportation



USED TO THINK OF IT 
LIKE AN ASSEMBLY 
LINE OF INJUSTICE



Holistic Defense:
The Model



REALIZED IT IS 
MORE OFTEN LIKE 
A TANGLED WEB 
OF OPPRESSION



Holistic
Defense

Explore Ways of 
Excluding Evidence

Investigate the Facts

Research Possible 
Defenses

Present Mitigation

Try the Case

Negotiate a Plea-
Bargain

Ask about Non-
Legal Needs

Connect Client to Legal 
and Social Service 

Supports

Identify Non-Criminal 
Legal Issues

Learn about Client Community

Collaborate with 
Client and Other Team 

Members

Team-Based



Four Pillars of Holistic Defense 

Advocates with an interdisciplinary skill set 

Seamless access to services that meet 

clients’ legal and social support needs

Dynamic, interdisciplinary communication

A robust understanding of, and 

connection to, the community served



Four Pillars of Holistic Defense 

Advocates with an interdisciplinary skill set 



Shadow practitioners, observe other 
courts, co-counsel cases, go on site 
visits

Interdisciplinary 
Skill Set

Develop relationships with different 
types of lawyers, advocates, and 
experts

Stay informed

Attend trainings about those issues

Identify common legal and non-legal 
issues impacting the client community



Example: 
Interdisciplinary
Training



Four Pillars of Holistic Defense 

Seamless access to services that meet 

clients’ legal and social support needs



Gather information from clients to help 
identify social and legal service needs

Research social and legal service 
providers and/or consider creating in-
house roles

Seamless Access 
to Services

Connect clients to resources in ways 
that minimize duplication of effort and 
information

Create database of service providers 
and what types of issues they handle

Develop a referral system for internal 
and/or external services



Example: 
Intake Checklist



Four Pillars of Holistic Defense 

Dynamic, interdisciplinary communication



Respect the skill set of others

Communicate early and often

Balance sharing and receiving information

Accept and learn to navigate conflict 

Dynamic, 
Interdisciplinary 
Communication

Center the client



Example: 
Working 
Together



Four Pillars of Holistic Defense 

A robust understanding of, and 

connection to, the community served



Engage clients and their families

Recruit staff with lived experience and 
from the community

Offer Know Your Rights (KYR) trainings

Participate in community service projects

Attend community events

Understanding of and 
Connection to the 
Community Served

Build partnerships with community 
organizations



Example: 
Engaging 
with the 
Community



Holistic Defense:
Social Work



Possess a different skill set from lawyers that is 
critical to the work of holistic representation

Offer a powerful complement to the role of the 
holistic lawyer

Strengthen representation whether the client 
wants to negotiate a plea or go to trial

Have unique knowledge and expertise that 
is critical for holistic defense

Social 
Worker: 
Why?

Add value to all stages of a case



Help build trust and rapport with client

Make referrals to community-based services

Provide insight, knowledge and expertise

Support clients in navigating case and systems 
especially clients with unique needs

Assist in gathering information for trial

Develop written mitigation

Help advocate for release and secure alternative 
to detention

Advocate with service providers, adversaries, 
judges, & jails

Social 
Worker: 
Role



Improved client relationships

Increased information sharing

Better case outcomes

Shared responsibility

Enhances client well-being

Reduces lawyer stress

Social 
Worker: 
Benefits



Identify where social work support is most 
needed (Pillar 1: Interdisciplinary skill set)

Make early referrals (Pillar 2: seamless access to 
services)

Initial meeting to develop strategy (Pillar 3: 
ongoing, dynamic communication)

Regular case conferences (Pillar 3)

System for ongoing communication (Pillar 3)

Regular feedback about collaboration  (Pillar 3)

Cross train (Pillar 1: Interdisciplinary skill set)

Social 
Worker: 
Best 
Practices



Holistic Defense:
Impact



Impact:
Case Outcomes and 
Savings



88% felt connected to 

their legal team

94% agree that their legal team 

helped them to understand

their legal case

91% agree their legal team 

fought for what they wanted

Impact:
Client Satisfaction



Holistic Defense:
Across the Country



200 offices

150 jurisdictions

41 state/territories

Adoption of the 
Model:
Since 2010, The Center for 
Holistic Defense has trained 
more than

12 countries



Caitlin Becker
Social Work Director of Complex Advocacay
caitlinb@bronxdefenders.org

Wesley Caines
Deputy Executive Director
wesleyc@bronxdefenders.org 

Questions

mailto:caitlinb@bronxdefenders.org
mailto:wesleyc@bronxdefenders.org
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