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In May 2005, Robin McHaelen, founder and Executive Director of True Colors, a sexual minority youth and family services non-profit in Connecticut, decided to go on vacation. 

This was the first, real holiday Robin had had in a year, and only her third one since she started True Colors in 1998. In the seven years since then, True Colors had grown from two people working out of a home office, to four full-time staff, two interns and a permanent office space that was already beginning to feel too small. From helping existing youth organizations tailor their programs to cater to the needs of Lesbian-Gay-Bisexual-Transgendered-and-Questioning (LGBTQ) youth, True Colors was now running its own programs providing mentoring services and youth leadership development for LGBTQ youth. The agency had quickly grown beyond Robin’s initial vision, and was stretching her in unexpected ways. Robin felt she needed to take a break for a while to recoup her energies. So she went on a cruise to the Bahamas with her family for a week. At the end of her vacation, Robin returned to work, refreshed, rejuvenated and ready to throw herself back into the thick of things once again. 

The day Robin returned, two of her senior staff – Nick, True Colors’ Youth Development Director and Brenda the Development Director – came into her office to welcome her back. 

Then they said, “We have something we want to say but we’re scared it might upset you.” 

Just tell it to me, Robin reassured them.

So Nick and Brenda told Robin that they wanted to make some changes within True Colors, starting at the very top with Robin herself. 

Robin had always preferred to work independently and she had assumed that her staff worked the same way, without needing interference from her. But Nick and Brenda were saying the exact opposite. They wanted Robin to oversee and supervise their work. 

We need you to manage the agency,” they told Robin. “To lead, not to just do everything.”

But Robin was too shocked and angered by their ‘betrayal’ to listen.

The Way We Were

Growing up as a young lesbian in the ‘80s, Robin had felt alienated from mainstream society. Years later, as a mature student at the University of Connecticut pursuing a degree in social work, she decided she wanted to do more for queer adolescents in the state. 

After some preliminary research, she realized that out of the hundred-odd organizations in the state that worked with LGBTQ individuals, only two focused on LGBTQ youth. She proposed to her teachers that for her required field project, she would organize a conference on queer youth that would bring together activists, government representatives, youth workers, clergy, family, and peers, to raise the awareness of the needs of LGBTQ youth. 

Robin began preparations for the conference in September 1993. She determined the various stakeholders involved in LGBTQ youth matters in the state and informed them about her proposed conference. Many expressed interest and, all in all, 35 organizations and 250 people attended the conference (called ‘Children From The Shadows’) the following March. 

At the end of the first day of the conference, during a dance that had been organized for all the participants, Robin started talking with a curly-haired boy. “Tonight is the first time I’ve danced with another boy,” the 15-year-old told her, beaming from ear to ear. It had been a lifelong dream of his, he told Robin. “And nobody laughed at me!” he added.

“When you go home tonight, can you talk to somebody about this experience?” Robin asked him. She recognized the importance of the event to the boy and wanted to make sure that he would have an avenue to openly discuss his feelings and thoughts afterwards. 

But as soon as Robin said the words, the boy’s shoulders sagged and his entire personality deflated. “My father told me that if I was a faggot, he was going to take his shotgun and shoot me,” he told her.

Robin was furious. She swore to herself that she would do everything in her power to prevent such situations from ever happening again. She decided to commit herself to the cause of LGBTQ youth and after graduating, continued to organize the conference on an annual basis. It is now the largest queer youth conference in the country attracting 2000 people and more than 75 schools each year, and involving over 180 workshops and mentoring programs. In 1998, Robin incorporated True Colors to organize the conference and also work with mainstream programs to help them meet the needs of LGBTQ youth within Connecticut. 

But the need for an organization like True Colors was so great that it very quickly outgrew its initial mission. From only providing consulting on existing programs, True Colors soon started a Youth Leadership Development program, working with Gay-Straight Alliances around the state. And then in 2002, when it started facing resistance from mainstream programs to recognizing the existence of LGBTQ youth, True Colors developed its own LGBTQ program for youth in foster care. 

Robin threw herself into each new program. She had always been a go-getter, whose strength was in engaging a diverse group of people to work together on a project. She loved the thrill and action True Colors provided, and the knowledge that she was actually helping other people, making a difference. But she had no experience as a manager or supervisor with staff reporting directly to her, and expecting her guidance and leadership.

As True Colors started moving away from its origins as a small, informal non-profit, there were decisions that needed to be made on a variety of issues: From big matters like what the new policies of True Colors should be, to tiny, day-to-day issues like who was responsible for taking out the garbage. The agency was going through a fundamental (though organic) change that affected it at every level. But no one was acknowledging that this change needed to be managed if it was to be successful.

Enter Andrus

True Colors approached the Andrus Family Fund in the summer of 2004 with the idea of adopting Andrus’ Transition Framework as a tool to help their youth ‘transition’ from foster care to independent living. Most of the LGBTQ youth with True Colors were 16 or 17 years old and on the brink of big changes. Robin felt that a knowledge of the Transition Framework could help these youth frame the emotions they would be going through as they moved to independent living, and give them a language in which to talk about the internal change they were feeling.

Robin assumed that the Transition Framework was intended only for individual foster care youth, and no one else. But when her staff confronted Robin, she had to face the fact that she needed to undergo some change herself. 

The first couple of days after the confrontation, Robin was in a “hissy fit,” to use her own words. How dare her staff say that she needed to change! How dare they say that she wasn’t doing her job! Didn’t they see how hard she worked? 

But eventually, the crying stopped. Robin slowly realized that what Nick and Brenda were telling her made complete sense. It was her ‘Transitions a-ha moment.’ Being familiar with the different phases of the Transitions Framework, Robin recognized her own thoughts and attitudes as belonging to the Endings phase. 

True Colors as an organization was going through a massive change and Robin realized that she had been resisting what that change meant to her. Unconsciously, she had not wanted to change her way of running the agency because that would mean entering new and unfamiliar territory.

Robin says now that she spent the summer of 2005 in the Neutral Zone, feeling overwhelmed by the new role she had taken on for herself, wanting to return to her old way of working, not wanting to manage or lead. But having learnt the Transition Framework (though for a completely different application), she now had a “language for reflection.” It normalized the feelings she was going through and reassured her that there was light at the end of the tunnel. 

Defining Success

Robin sees her new role with True Colors as coalition building and strategic planning. She is learning to lead and not just react.

The board of True Colors is also in transition as it too must change its role. From being more of an informal extended family to the staff, it too must actually lead: providing fiscal oversight and helping set policy. Robin, the board and the True Colors staff are taking workshops together on governance issues. And after the annual Foster Care to Independence Grantee Learning Exchange in September 2005, Robin began conducting visioning exercises with the board, staff, and youth to help develop a strategic plan for True Colors, asking them to brainstorm what their New Beginning should look like. 

Exciting things are afoot. A new mission for the agency that included some amount of direct services is being crafted. True Colors is talking with the Connecticut Department of Children and Family about setting up a LGBTQ group home. “True Colors as an organization is wildly in the Neutral Zone. There’s so much terror and possibilities,” Robin says now and there is both fear and excitement in her voice as she talks about the future. She is one individual who has struggled with change in her own life, learned to embrace it, and lived to tell the tale.
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