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from our partners
By Sean Toole

Many states are in the process 
of developing plans for imple-

menting a Comprehensive Child 
Welfare Information System (CCWIS). 
These next-generation systems off er 
improved integration, connectivity, 
and reporting capabilities. However, 
too many of the plans for implemen-
tation of these systems fail to put 
emphasis on the improvements in 
process and management systems that 
can dramatically increase capacity to 
serve. The requirements are instead 
focused on automating what is; pro-
viding expanded access to the same 
process, the same structures, and the 
same reports. You know the story. 
We put technology before workfl ow 
redesign, and we get a sophisticated 
system that tells us, in a better way, 
what we already know: We have 
massive caseloads and our clients are 
stuck in piles on caseworker’s desks. 
When we get the process right, we have 
seen improvements such as 40 percent 
more clients served and 70 percent 
effi  ciency improvements for specifi c 
processes, and we know the same 
opportunities exist for states consid-
ering CCWIS. 

Overlooked CCWIS 
Opportunities

There are several key opportunities 
that should be included in a complete 
plan for CCWIS implementation. The 
discussions in the market regarding 
modularity and agile develop-
ment approaches have drowned out 
the critical focus on dramatically 
improving process outcomes. There 
seems to be a hope that by shifting 
from a waterfall to an agile method-
ology we will naturally generate a 
better outcome, but that almost never 
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happens. You get the results you plan 
for. These recommendations put the 
focus back on generating the capacity 
to improve outcomes:

1. Focus on process design fi rst. 
CCWIS programs risk being tech-
nology-fi rst eff orts. At the outset, it 
is essential to take the time to recon-
sider how the work gets done, who 
completes it, how long it takes, the 
outcome, and, most important, how 
it is tracked. Too often there is a rush 
to move into screen confi guration 
and design. But to be eff ective, two 
things should come fi rst: human-
centered process design and an eff ort 
to streamline processes. The use of 
human-centered design techniques, led 
by staff  who understand the practice, is 
critical to ensure that capacity-driven 
innovation takes place. This approach 
challenges the casework process 
and identifi es new ways to manage 
outcomes effi  ciently by considering all 
participants in the experience. Process 

streamlining identifi es capacity oppor-
tunities focused on reducing the eff ort 
to produce quality work. If your project 
starts with system design, the oppor-
tunity for signifi cant improvement has 
been missed.

2. Manage case fl ow over 
caseloads. Eff ective management of 
child welfare processes is often lacking 
in CCWIS project planning. Dashboards 
of caseloads, activities, and trends are 
all discussed and included in the pro-
curement requirements, but the status 
of the work, what hinders progress, 
and who is needed to close out a task 
are rarely considered. Managing case 
fl ow across an agency requires careful 
assessment and planning of the sup-
porting processes. With the right 
design you can track where the work is, 
identify bottlenecks, shift staff  to where 
it will be needed, and make better 
hiring decisions. CCWIS can then 
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provide the agency with the oppor-
tunity to control the case flow, rather 
than merely track the work.

3. Innovate data insights. There is 
considerable discussion regarding data 
analytics for child welfare, and predic-
tive models remain controversial. But 
there are tremendous opportunities 
to leverage data to drive outcomes. 
This requires stepping back and evalu-
ating how data are used as well as the 
impact and importance of that data 
in decision-making processes. When 
new data are identified, how is that 
data acted upon and by whom? What 
type of organizational structure would 
be best suited to analyzing and acting 
on the data? What new or additional 
data would help the agency better 
protect kids? Answering these key 
questions will enable the agency to 
determine whether and when case-
workers and supervisors would benefit 

from additional data support, as well 
as evaluate potential organizational 
changes that could facilitate more 
effective monitoring and analysis. For 
example, when educational outcomes 
change, or law enforcement actions 

occur in families, these data could 
alert a team to consider reassessment 
or inform the next review rather than 
solely rely on workers to notice the 
change in circumstance themselves.

By developing a plan that incor-
porates these suggestions into your 
procurement strategy, you are poised 
to harness the full potential of CCWIS. 
Even if CCWIS projects are underway, 
it isn’t too late to take advantage of 
the benefits of a focus on capacity. 
Your agency will better manage case 
flow and deliver improved outcomes. 
Remember: While CCWIS innova-
tions hold significant promise, driving 
improved outcomes isn’t about develop-
ment techniques. It’s about an enduring 
focus on increasing capacity to improve 
the lives of the clients you serve.  

Sean Toole is a Client Partner at the 
Change & Innovation Agency.

are delayed. Unlike other crimes, very 
few children walk out of an abuse situ-
ation and tell someone. The reasons 
are varied and complicated. Children 
often do not understand what is hap-
pening to them. In about 90 percent of 
cases, the perpetrator is a well-known 
and trusted individual. The perpe-
trator may have threatened the child 
with harm to the child or the family 
if the child tells. The abuse may be a 
“secret.” For many children, the abuse 
itself is normal because it is ongoing. 
Thus, delays in disclosure are common 
and one should not discount a disclo-
sure due to delays.

Second, look at the content of the 
disclosure. Is the disclosure suffi-
ciently detailed to give a believable 
scenario? Is there a before and after? 
If the disclosure is a simple state-
ment, “He/she did __ to me,” without 
context, you will have a difficult time 
proving it without physical evidence. 
Children usually cannot provide dates 
for the abuse, but can provide context 
such as a place or around a certain 
time. They can say if it happened one 
time or more than one time, how it 
“usually” happened, and whether 

any time was different. Good forensic 
interviewers can then explore the “dif-
ferent” times to find specific instances.

Third, use circumstantial evidence, 
the elements in the child’s state-
ment that you can corroborate. For 
example, if the crime occurred in the 
bathroom at a baseball game, you 
should be able to corroborate that 
the child attended a baseball game, 
and with whom. If the child says that 
certain objects were present, you may 
be able to verify this. For example, 
in a case where a child described a 
“monster” as sexually assaulting her, 
police found Halloween costumes in 
the perpetrator’s closet, which the 
child identified as the “monster.” The 
more you can corroborate about inci-
dental details, the more believable the 
statement becomes.

Finally, check for contemporaneous 
investigation or disclosure. Many 
children report abuse to a friend, a 
school counselor, teacher, relative, or 
other person. These people may or may 
not have reported the abuse to authori-
ties. However, just because nobody 
investigated the abuse does not mean 
the abuse didn’t happen. If someone 

 The discussions in 
the market regarding 
modularity and agile 
development approaches 
have drowned out 
the critical focus on 
dramatically improving 
process outcomes.

did report the incident to police or 
Child Protective Services (or both), 
even if the investigation resulted in an 
“unsubstantiation,” you may be able 
to get the investigation files, including 
possibly a video- or audio-recorded 
forensic interview of the child.

When you have allegations of child 
sexual abuse, the lack of physical 
evidence is the norm, not the excep-
tion. Look at the testimonial and 
circumstantial evidence to determine 
whether the disclosure is credible. 
Finally, look for records of contempora-
neous disclosure or investigation,  
or both.

Conclusion
Child abuse survivors, even if they 

are now adults, may have viable causes 
of civil legal action. It is critical to 
consult with an experienced, knowl-
edgeable attorney to determine the 
best litigation strategy. 

Daniel Pollack is a professor at Yeshiva 
University’s School of Social Work in 
New York City. He can be reached at 
dpollack@yu.edu; (212) 960-0836.


