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The overwhelming majority of
c h i l d ren and families needing the
s e rvices of the child welfare system
enter through child protection serv-
ices (CPS).  Parents shouldn’t have to
i n j u re those they love to get help.
The current system of child pro t e c-
tion services is seriously flawed:

• An army of individuals, primarily
f rom the helping professions, are
mandated to re p o rt the very fami-
lies they are trying to serv e .

• Two out of every three re p o rts are
“unfounded” (not substantiated),
raising the possibility that it might
be inappropriate to investigate
them in the first place.

• F o rty percent of the indicated
(substantiated) re p o rts are closed
the same day they are indicated,
without families receiving serv i c e
to resolve their problems beyond
the investigation itself.

A comprehensive, integrated sys-
tem of child welfare services that
emphasizes prevention and early
i n t e rvention re q u i res a diff e re n t
a p p roach to child protection. 

As presently constructed, New
Yo r k ’s child protection system cannot
s u p p o rt the values and principles
described in the Office of Childre n
and Families Services (OCFS)
Establishing an Operational
F r a m e w o r k (OCFS, 1998), which
seeks services that have a human
development orientation, are family-
c e n t e red, outcome-based, and locally
responsive.  Fort u n a t e l y, the State
has rightfully gone on re c o rd in favor
of re f o rm (OCFS, 1999): 

OCFS is exploring new
d i rections for the NYS
Child Protection System.
OCFS is currently examin-
ing the option of a dual-
track system which gives
CPS agencies the flexibility
to respond to less serious
cases of child neglect with
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an assessment of family needs
and the provision of serv i c e s ,
while continuing to respond to
cases of child abuse and severe
neglect with the requisite CPS
i n v e s t i g a t i o n .

The purpose of this article is to consider
critical and far- reaching child pro t e c t i o n
re f o rms. We will describe the current sys-
tem, consider alternative appro a c h e s ,
describe what other states are doing and
make recommendations to be considere d
by this state. Among the re c o m m e n d a t i o n s :

• R e q u i re a study, contract with a con-
sultant, or use some other approach to
develop legislation and a public dis-
course process to fully revamp the
CPS system. 

• R e q u i re OCFS to review all curre n t
demonstration projects in an eff o rt to
i d e n t i f y, disseminate and re p l i c a t e
p romising practices.

• Pass legislation to encourage addi-
tional innovation to change the sys-
tem.  In part i c u l a r, we should test the
dual track system used in Missouri.

• I n c rease the Quality Enhancement
Fund to a minimum of $15 million, in
c u rrently proposed budget bills, to
s u p p o rt specific CPS re f o rms.  

• Use savings from preventive serv i c e s
and afterc a re services to invest in fur-
ther development of new appro a c h e s
to child pro t e c t i o n .

• Use re s o u rces for expanded training
p rograms for local and voluntary
agency staff to move the CPS system
t o w a rd a new approach to serv i c e
d e l i v e ry. 

New York State has a very mature child
p rotection system that grew out of more
than thirty years of State legislation.  The 
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first re p o rting laws were passed in New
York State in 1964.  In 1973, New Yo r k
enacted major CPS legislation and the fed-
eral government followed suit with the
Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act
a year later.  The federal legislation included
model legislation and modest tre a t m e n t
funding, mirroring the earlier NYS legisla-
tion in some re s p e c t s .

The CPS system deals with more than
145,000 re p o rts each year, a rate of 32.7
re p o rts for every 1,000 children (OCFS,
1998).  To receive and investigate these
re p o rts, the local departments of social
s e rvices employ approximately 3,500 indi-
viduals, in addition to 250 employees at the
State Central Registry (SCR).  Over and
above fielding and screening abuse and
neglect re p o rts, the SCR “clears” appro x i-
mately 260,000 individuals who are seeking
employment in child care, child welfare and
other childre n ’s settings, as well as
p rospective foster and adoptive pare n t s .

Allegations of child abuse and neglect
can be re p o rted to the SCR by anyone. The
law mandates members of numerous “help-
ing professions” (e.g., education, medicine,
health, law enforcement, social services) to
re p o rt instances of possible abuse and neg-
lect; they are called “mandated re p o rt e r s . ”
In 1998, about 60% of all re p o rts re c e i v e d
w e re from mandated re p o rters (OCFS,
1998).  With a re p o rt, what may have
s t a rted with the parent voluntarily seeking
help to improve the care of the childre n
t u rns into an involuntary intervention.  All
too often, that re p o rt ru p t u res the re l a t i o n-
ship with the service provider and dimin-
ishes the family’s willingness to re c e i v e
s e rvice from that person or someone else in
the future.  Despite the fact that there are
f a i l u res by mandated re p o rters to re p o rt
(which can be prosecuted but rarely have
been), nearly 90,000 re p o rts were re c e i v e d
f rom mandated re p o rters in 1998, even
though they may have had concerns about
s e rvice delivery or lack of clarity about
what is re p o rt a b l e .

Like other states, New Yo r k ’s child pro-
tection system has become less eff e c t i v e
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1998 CHILD PROTECTIVE SERVICES REPORTS’ DISPOSITION

1   New York State does not have 1998 data on cases
indicated and closed the same day. This percentage is
from 1996 and was used with the assumption that
there has not been a change.

and quite overburdened. In 1998, 145,478
re p o rts were re g i s t e red as CPS re p o rt s
(OCFS, 1998).  Of those, 34% were indicated
and 66% were unfounded. Furt h e r, of the
a p p roximately 54,000 indicated cases, almost
40% or about 20,000 were closed the same
day they were indicated.

1
This suggests that

those families may not have received serv i c e
other than the investigation. Anecdotally,
counties re p o rt that they do not have
re s o u rces to do more than investigate re p o rt s ,
and that service needs are often not met after
disposition of an investigation. Combining
the unfounded cases and those that are indi-
cated and closed on the same day, a substan-
tial number (approximately 80%) of all fami-
lies re p o rted to the SCR were investigated
butmay not have received service. The possi-
bility of unwarranted governmental interf e r-
ence in family life is a very significant matter.
F u rt h e r, an investigation is a serious intru s i o n
into family life; an investigation without
help should be a significant cause of con-
c e rn to all New Yorkers.  

While these numbers do not tell the whole
s t o ry, they suggest problems that states face
a c ross the country.  Many child welfare pro-

fessionals, including this author, have
become very uneasy about child pro t e c-
tion in the last decade and a half.  The
p roblems in the system can be summa-
rized (Waldfogel, 2000):

• O v e r-inclusion:  Lower risk families are
i n a p p ropriately re p o rted to the system,
receiving an unnecessary and adver-
sarial response from child welfare .

• U n d e r-inclusion:  Families in desperate
need of intervention often do not come
to the attention of the child pro t e c t i o n
system, a system already overw h e l m e d
by volume.

• Capacity: The number of families
known to the system, primarily due to
overinclusion, far exceeds its capacity
to re s p o n d .

• S e rvice Delivery:  Too often, for fami-
lies in the system, there is a mismatch
of services with needs, as illustrated by
significant numbers of families in New
York State who appear not to re c e i v e
s e rvice at all.



•  Service Orientation: The balance between
p rotection (investigation) and service pro v i-
sion has been difficult for the system,
resulting in tension and  a “one size fits
all” approach. At the present time the”one
size” appears to be investigation with little
or no serv i c e .
New York State is no diff e rent from  other

states. During New York's more than thirt y -
year CPS history, there have been major
e ff o rts to respond to child abuse and neg-
lect, as manifested by legislation, re g u l a-
tion, and an expanding system as well as
demonstrations and pilots of new practice
a p p roaches.  Despite these eff o rts, there is
g rowing concern about whether our cur-
rent CPS system can do “the right thing.”
This concern is mirro red across the coun-
t ry.  The nation has become impatient for
change, concerned with three main ques-
tions (CFC, 1998), equally germane in New
York State:

• Should CPS intervention in families be
b road or narrowly focused?

• Beyond CPS, what supports and serv i c e s
should society offer vulnerable families
to prevent maltreatment and heal the
wounds it causes?

• What will it take to achieve an eff e c t i v e
system of child pro t e c t i o n ?

Questions about the effectiveness and
a p p ropriateness of the CPS system began
to surface in the ‘80s.  In 1988, the National
Association of Public Child We l f a re
Administrators issued guidelines on child
p rotection, updating and revising them in
1999.  The 1999 guidelines (NAPCWA, 1999)
recommend that:

•   CPS agencies provide flexibility in   
their response to maltreatment. 

•   Responses be family-focused.  

•   CPS agencies become partners with 
communities in offering a compre -
hensive range of services, rather 
than bearing the sole burden of 
child pro t e c t i o n .

All three recommendations are criti-
cally important, but the last deserves spe-
cial attention.  New York State's 3,500 child
p rotective staff cannot alone assure more
than an investigation of 145,000 re p o rt s
each year (CFC, 1998; EMCF, 1999; Nelson,
1999-2000; CWLA, 1999).  Richard L. Matt
and David A. Berns in P a rtnerships in
P rotecting Childre n ( N A P C WA, 1999)
describe the importance of the community:

Families function within the
framework of their neighbor-
hood communities . . . extended
families, friends, and neighbors
often band together in both for-
mal and informal ways to support
each other.  Children receive a
p o rtion of their personal identity
and self-concept from their com-
m u n i t y.   There f o re, in order to
s t rengthen families, child welfare
agencies need to use and to sup-
p o rt this connection to communi-
t i e s .

During the ‘90s the John F. Kennedy
School of Government of Harv a rd
University convened The Executive Session
on Child Pro t e c t i o n , a working group of
child protection administrators and other
e x p e rts from around the country.  In 1997,
Frank Farro w, on behalf of the gro u p ,
issued the re p o rt Child Protection: Building
Community Partnerships-Getting Fro m
H e re to There ( F a rro w, 1997). This docu-
ment builds a case for child pro t e c t i o n
re f o rm and provides a roadmap to achieve
that goal.  The author describes a new sys-
tem where: 

...rather than one agency—the
public child protective serv i c e s
agency—bearing sole re s p o n s i-

A New Appro a c h
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Communities and states across the nation
a re creating “communities of re s p o n s i b i l i t y ”
in which CPS and others are collaborating
to assure both child safety and family sup-
p o rt. There are many eff o rts to re s t ru c t u re
CPS to make it more effective and appro p r i-
ate.  For example, Missouri enacted legisla-
tion in 1994 to establish a demonstration
p roject to allow 16 areas of the state to use
multiple responses to re p o rts of child abuse

R e f o rms of Child Protection in Other Places

bility for protecting children, a
b roader array of parents, public
and private agencies, org a n i z a-
tions, and individuals should join
together to carry out this funda-
mental public re s p o n s i b i l i t y. 

The CPS of the future must provide bet-
ter service to children and families.  A new
system must prevent child abuse and neg-
lect, respond quickly and effectively to
instances of child abuse and neglect in ways
that ensure children's safety, and reduce the
re c u rrence of child maltreatment.  Child
safety has been, and must continue to be,
paramount.  Meaning, CPS needs a “diff e r-
ential” response paradigm that includes
t h ree major elements (Waldfogel, 2000):

• P rovision of customized response to fam-
i l i e s .

• Development of community-based s y s -
tems of child pro t e c t i o n .

• Involvement by informal and natural
helpers who are part of a child's every-
day life and live in the same community.

I n c reased local flexibility and decentral-
ization are essential to community part n e r-
ships.  CPS should retain the legal role as
the protective agency, but not as the only
o rganization responsible for pro t e c t i o n .
CPS roles need to expand from investiga-
tion to facilitation, community convener,
policy guider, trainer, and consultant. The
CPS agency should provide support to the
system and community in such ways as:

• Tr a n s f o rming traditional approaches to 
investigations, to incorporate  
individualized and family-cen
t e red appro a c h e s .

• Intensifying attention to families
with a re c u rrent pattern of child
m a l t re a t m e n t .

• Developing community safety
and/or service networks comprised
of community social services work-
ers, educators, and other community
m e m b e r s .

• P roviding risk assessment training and
consultation to community providers and
o t h e r s .

• Implementing group family decision-
making meetings where family members,
along with the professionals, consider
the course of action needed to assure
child safety and well-being.

• Placing staff in community-based set-
tings, as part of neighborhood CPS 
teams, in order to support comm-
nity-based/ family focused decision-mak-
ing and service delivery.

T h e re are a number of ways to re s t ru c-
t u re receipt of and response to child abuse
and neglect re p o rts, assessment and inves-
tigation, and service.  Other states and
localities are testing out a variety of
a p p roaches.  Some are reviewed in the next
s e c t i o n .

uses a traditional investigative approach for
alleged sexual abuse and cases of serious
abuse/neglect, which results in a disposi-
tion.  In cases with moderate or mild allega-
tions, a broader assessment of family func-
tioning is used instead, which results in
identification of service needs and a plan for
delivering those services.  Families can
change tracks as appropriate. In the demon-
strations there were also eff o rts to work
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m o re collaboratively with community serv-
ice providers. The Key to this approach is
that it focuses on and emphasizes b o t h
child safety and family engagement.

Of particular note, the state notifies the
a p p ropriate local law enforcement agency
whenever a re p o rt is classified as an investi-
gation since its statute re q u i res a co-investi-
gation in cases of alleged crime. Staff re c e i v-
ing CPS re p o rts have criteria for assigning
re p o rts to the investigative track. Such an
a p p roach has strengthened investigations
in the most serious situations.

By most accounts (CMC, 1998) (IAR, 199
8), the Missouri experience worked well,
receiving support from families, child wel-
f a re professionals and advocates alike.
Missouri re p o rts that children were pro-
tected more quickly; families and childre n
received services sooner and those serv i c e s
w e re more responsive to their needs; fami-
lies were more positive about the interv e n-
tion; and subsequent re p o rts decreased.  In
p a rt i c u l a r, community providers and fami-
lies re p o rted the child protection workers'
interaction with families was more positive
in the demonstration.  The workers were
also more able to obtain concrete serv i c e s
under this model. 

An impact evaluation (IAR, 1998) con-
ducted on the Missouri demonstration
re p o rted that:

•   Child safety was not compromised. 68%  
of the re p o rts were assessed and 32% 
w e re investigated.

• R e p o rts to the CPS hotline declined.

• Assistance was provided to families or
c h i l d ren in an increased percentage of
c a s e s .

• The time between incident and service in
demonstration counties was half that in
comparison counties.

• Families were more likely to receive serv-
ices from community agencies than the
public child welfare agency. 

• The number of subsequent CPS
re p o rts dro p p e d .

In view of these positive results, the
Missouri Legislature authorized statewide
implementation of this new model.
A c c o rding to state officials, implementation 
is going well and positive outcomes are
being sustained across Missouri.

The Edna McConnell Clark Foundation
funded four community experiments start-
ing in 1995.  The cities funded included
Cedar Rapids, Iowa; Jacksonville, Florida;
Louisville, Kentucky; and St. Louis,
Missouri.  St. Louis, where the rate of child
abuse and neglect re p o rting is over thre e
times the national rate, created the
N e i g h b o rhood Network for the Protection of
C h i l d re n . Four networks provide serv i c e
t h rough community-based hubs located at
schools and other community settings.  CPS
workers are part of “family support teams”
which coordinate re s o u rces for families and
tackle shared problems.  This eff o rt is linked
to the “dual track” response discussed in the
p receding paragraphs.

Jacksonville developed a construct called
“ f u l l - s e rvice school” which is the focal point
of service. Staff teams in the schools com-
prised of a school social worker, child guid-
ance therapist, teen-parent counselor and a
family liaison worker are paired with CPS
workers who serve as consultants on child
m a l t reatment issues.  This model re q u i res a
family assessment (rather than an investiga-
tion) including an overall assessment of
child safety and family functioning.  The
Florida eff o rt is called C o m m u n i t y
P a rtnership for the Protection of Childre n .

The states of Hawaii, Pennsylvania,
Vi rginia, Washington, Texas, Florida, Nort h
Dakota and Iowa are piloting various new
a p p roaches to serving families and childre n
which include CPS re f o rm, the creation of
“continuums of care” and other strategies as
they seek to align services with family
needs.  Other countries are also re f o rm i n g
CPS. Sweden, with its Contact Family
P ro g r a m that provides on-going support
t h rough respite and mentoring families, to 
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the entire family, not just a child, has seen
out-of-home placements drop dramatically.
“ P a rt of the success of the Swedish contact
family program is a belief in the notion that
' o rd i n a ry' people are basically equipped, by
their own life's success, to help other people
in need.” (Welch and Briar, 1992)

In Canada, family group decision-making,
which originated in New Zealand, is show   
ing promise in assuring safety and family
s u p p o rt for children as well as adults.   
This model brings together family members
along with relatives, friends and others to
develop a plan to assure safety and an
a p p ropriate plan of service. It has also been
implemented in many places in the United
States including counties across New Yo r k
State. 

G reat Britain has shifted from an “inves-
tigation of abuse” to an “inquiry into the
need for services.” Outcomes of their eff o rt s
led to:

• Passage of the 1989 Children's Act. This
law re q u i res workers to first address the
child's best interest and spend less time
investigating whether abuse has
o c c u rred.  Furt h e r, that country has
d e c reased court involvement in CPS
cases, resulting in better outcomes.

• A decreased pro p o rtion of childre n
requiring out-of-home service.  

• An increase in the number of collabora-
tive partnerships built to ensure the most
positive outcomes for childre n .

The approach in Great Britain reflects the
understanding, supported by re s e a rch, that
an incident-based investigative pro c e s s
itself can cause harm and is not part i c u-
larly helpful in developing effective serv i c e
plans. (This thinking is in line with the earlier
discussion about service providers who
must re p o rt and thereby become unable to
e ffectively continue to serve a family.) In the
Bristish model great emphasis has been
placed on making the family part of the sup-
p o rt system, based on re s e a rch that demon-
strates that parent involvement leads to bet-
ter long-term outcomes for children. They

also incorporated “shared care,” under-
standing the necessity to involve a  much
b roader community in providing support
and services to families.

The vision described in these pages is in
complete alignment with Establishing an
Operational Framework (OCFS, 1998).
F u rt h e r, New York State is rich with innova-
tions and experiments illustrating the very
best CPS practice. Accord i n g l y, it is time for
New York State to consider a new system of
child protection.  Such a system could be
c reated through a massive overhaul or in a
m o re incremental way.  Since the dire c t i o n
of CPS in New York State has been larg e l y
state-driven, the Govern o r, Legislature and
state agencies need to accept the challenge
and provide leadership.  The good news is
that the Governor and the OCFS alre a d y
appear to be thinking about re f o rm. (OCFS,
1 9 9 9 )

OCFS is exploring new dire c-
tions for the NYS Child Pro t e c t i o n
System.  OCFS is currently exam-
ining the option of a dual-track
system which gives CPS agencies
the flexibility to respond to less
serious cases of child neglect with
an assessment of family needs
and the provision of serv i c e s ,
while continuing to respond to
cases of child abuse and severe
neglect with the requisite CPS
i n v e s t i g a t i o n .

Their thinking should be influenced by
local experience and experiments that could
“seed the process.”  For example, such an
e ff o rt might include rethinking how re p o rt s
a re received and screened.  Continuing use
of the SCR to receive re p o rts could cert a i n l y
be appropriate; however, the system might
be more responsive, and certainly more
community-based, if the current SCR were
decentralized to some extent, allowing
counties and/or regions to receive and
assess CPS re p o rts.  Monroe and Onondaga

New Yo r k ’s Challenge 
and Opport u n i t y



Counties have had local registries for many
years, making them logical places to test a
d i ff e rent approach. Careful review and
monitoring of their experience could inform
f u rther implementation eff o rts. 

Many counties have strong re l a t i o n s h i p s
with community service providers as a part
of their CPS system, making them appro p r i-
ate for demonstrations as well.  In a new
system, the CPS agency and community
p roviders might share responsibility for
both the initial contact and the safety
assessment. New York City has been build-
ing a community-based service delivery
capacity for some time.  It would be logical
to test community child protection in com-
munities across that city. Other local eff o rt s
include significant attention to development
of preventive services, use of group family
decision-making in a number of New Yo r k
counties, an ever expanding home visiting
p rogram, gro u n d - b reaking risk assessment

p rofiling and other innovations, all of
which set the stage for important dis-
cussions.  The point is to learn from the
innovation already underway acro s s
the state.

The critical first step is for state and
local leaders to recognize and acknowl-
edge that a stro n g e r, more eff e c t i v e
a p p roach to child protection is
needed to assure child safety.
Without this common understanding
and associated commitment, change is

u n l i k e l y.  The Governor and the Legislature
should agree that change is needed and
develop a process to address re f o rm.  To
help states in such eff o rts, the National
C o n f e rence of State Legislatures published
a re p o rt on improving CPS (Christian,
1997).  In the re p o rt they suggest several
components to consider when pre p a r i n g
for re f o rm based on experience with initia-
tives across the country including: 

• P l a n n i n g : States must first care f u l l y
examine the functioning of their curre n t
CPS systems.  In this phase it is critical to
involve families and children who have 

d i rectly experienced the system's
s t rengths and weaknesses.  As a result of
this process it is possible to establish
goals and the strategies through which
the goals can be accomplished.

• Use of assessments: CPS re f o rm gener-
ally includes greater flexibility in
responding to allegations of abuse and
neglect.  An example is the dual track sys-
tem in Missouri.  The Office of Childre n
and Families has expressed interest in
this appro a c h .

• Central Registry: R e f o rm in many states
includes rethinking the functions of the
central re g i s t ry.  Reform may focus on
which re p o rts are re g i s t e red and for
what intervention (e.g., investigation or
assessment), who accepts the re p o rt s
(e.g., the state or the locality), and/or how
the re p o rts are dispositioned.  Equally
i m p o rtant, the many functions carr i e d
out by the SCR in New York need to be
c a refully analyzed, as they have in other
states, and tested for efficacy and cost
benefit.  

• Role of law enforc e m e n t : The role of
law enforcement is being clarified in
many states, especially in relation to seri-
ous physical abuse and sexual abuse.
Some argue that law enforcement per-
sonnel should investigate certain kinds of
cases, either exclusively or as a part of a
m u l t i - d i s c i p l i n a ry team.  New York has
many solid examples of such multi-disci-
p l i n a ry teams.  The State of New Yo r k
Commission of Investigations has also
been interested in improving investiga-
tions. (SNYCI, 95-96)

• Community Collaboration: The larg e r
community must have an expanded ro l e
in protecting children.  CPS simply can-
not do it alone and be effective in assur-
ing child safety.  It is imperative that a
variety of additional partners play ro l e s
in child pro t e c t i o n .

8 • SCAA REPORTS
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• I m p l e m e n t a t i o n : States need to make
choices about incremental re f o rm versus
system overhaul.  Most states have built
on pilot programs to move into more
significant systemic re f o rm.  New Yo r k
has an abundance of such opport u n i t i e s .

• E v a l u a t i o n : No re f o rm should pro c e e d
without a clear evaluation plan.
Legislators, rightfully, are in no position
to change things without inform a t i o n
and data to support their decision-mak-
i n g .

The Governor and the Legislature in
New York State have many options for
moving this agenda forw a rd. Some
e x p e rts have been concerned that our
laws and infrastru c t u re are so well
established that the political will to
re f o rm the system cannot be mustere d .
New York does not lack good ideas and
i m p o rtant innovations. A cohere n t ,
l o n g - t e rm strategic plan for knitting all
these experiments together and funda-
mentally re f o rming CPS is, however,
lacking. That should be the goal of both
the Executive and Legislative branches.
These recommendations could become
the basis for moving forw a rd :

Specific, concrete re c o m m e n d a t i o n s
should be considered and acted upon in
this legislative session:

• R e q u i re a study, contract with a con-
sultant or use some other approach to
develop legislation and a public dis
course process to fully revamp the
CPS system. That eff o rt should include
a top to bottom review of all New Yo r k
State laws re g a rding CPS, including
family court law.  Statute should be
reviewed to ensure alignment with the
goals of the system and to eliminate
i n a p p ropriate or unnecessary activities.
In the public discourse component, par-
ticular attention should be paid to
involvement by parents served by the 

R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s

system.  It will also be important to
involve common citizens whose only
e x p o s u re to CPS is when they re a d
tragic stories in the newspaper.
C e rt a i n l y, too, community-based org a n-
izations should be strongly encouraged
to add their perspectives to those of
public child welfare and others.  The
result of this eff o rt should be a blueprint
for a new system.

• R e q u i re OCFS to review all curre n t
demonstration projects in an eff o rt to
i d e n t i f y, disseminate and re p l i c a t e
p romising practices. New York coun-
ties and private agencies are engaged in
h u n d reds of important activities that are
building blocks for change.  Now is the
time to fully implement statewide the
most promising innovations.  The infor-
mation that emerges from the OCFS
e ff o rt would be made available to the
g roup developing the blueprint.

• Pass legislation to encourage addi-
tional innovation to change the sys-
tem.  In part i c u l a r, we should test the
dual track system used in Missouri.
T h e re CPS re p o rts are screened into an
investigative track in the most serious
cases and into an assessment track for
less serious cases.  This system off e r s
g reat promise for children and families -
serious situations receive the full atten-
tion of CPS, thereby increasing child
s a f e t y, and less serious cases re c e i v e
s e rvices without an adversarial CPS
investigation.  Furt h e r, special attention
is paid to the involvement of law
e n f o rcement in serious re p o rts when, if
the allegations are true, a crime would
be committed. Such a system should be
tested in a number of locations.  (In 1994,
Missouri began the system in 16 coun-
ties.)  Locations for consideration should
include Monroe and Onondaga counties
as both receive their own CPS re p o rt s ,
communities in New York City, other
l a rger counties, and in small counties,
possibly in some sort of re g i o n a l
a p p ro a c h .



• I n c rease the Quality Enhancement
Fund to a minimum of $15 million, in
c u rrently proposed budget bills, to
s u p p o rt specific CPS re f o rm s .

• Use savings from preventive serv i c e s
and afterc a re services to invest in fur-
ther development of new appro a c h e s
to child pro t e c t i o n .

• Use re s o u rces for expanded training
p rograms for local and voluntary
agency staff to move the CPS system
t o w a rd a new approach to serv i c e
d e l i v e ry. 

New York State leadership must
a d d ress CPS re f o rm not at some distant
f u t u re point but in the coming year, concur-
rently with child welfare financing re f o rm .
New York State has a golden opportunity to
reinvent child welfare services.  To do so,
New York should carefully consider long-
t e rm fiscal policies as well as the creation of
a child protection system that is in align
ment with current child welfare thinking,
assuring child safety and family support .
No work in New York can be more impor-
tant than this eff o rt. With the release of the
New York State Office of Children and
Family Services (NYS OCFS) pro p o s a l
f o rchild welfare financing, the stage is set. 
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After piloting these and other ideas, a
re p o rt with recommendations should be
p resented to the Legislature either sepa-
rately or as part of the overall re c o m m e n-
d a t i o n s .

These recommendations are not exhaus-
tive.  There are dozens of other options.
These recommendations are intended to
stimulate legislative and executive branch
thinking about re f o rm and, in part i c u l a r, to
s u p p o rt the Executive in eff o rts begun to
d a t e .

Even if a new approach to financing child
w e l f a re were not being considered, the
re f o rm of child protection is imperative and
o v e rdue. What these two eff o rts would do
t o g e t h e r, however, could be re v o l u t i o n a ry.

C h i l d ren and families are depending on
New York State to create a better system of
s e rvice. The state has theopportunity to
once again be the nation’s child welfare
l e a d e r, just as it was in 1979 when the Child
We l f a re Reform Act set the standard for the
nation. To regain that position, fundamental
and far- reaching child protection re f o rm
must go hand in hand with changes in
financing for the child welfare system.
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We seek a system with a
better balance of prevention,

protection, and perma-
nency - one that is out-

come-focused, cost
effective and account-

able. From: Establishing an

Operational Framework (OCFS, 1998)

P a rt I: A Fiscal
F r a m e w o r k

a rticulates a vision for the child welfare sys-
tem which:
•  Emphasizes an asset development frame 

w o r k .
• Establishes primary prevention as a top   

p r i o r i t y.

• A ff i rms the most important role of famiil
l i e s .

• Focuses on outcomes as the major per-
f o rmance indicators

• Emphasizes the role and importance of
local communities in service and serv i c e
d e l i v e ry.

That vision is entirely consistent with the
principles guiding child welfare policy
t o d a y :

• Reasonable eff o rts to prevent placement.

• P e rmanency planning for children in out-
of-home care .

• Placement in the least detrimental altern a-
t i v e .

The most important assertion of
“Establishing an Operational Framework” is
the intent to push re s o u rces to the fro n t
end—away from placement serv i c e s — b a c k
to primary, secondary and tert i a ry pre v e n-
tion and early intervention.  The fiscal and
p rogrammatic policy decisions to be made
the coming months can support that vision
and make it a re a l i t y.

In 1999, the New York State Legislature
extended the Child We l f a re Block Grant
until 2001 and re q u i red that the Office of
C h i l d ren and Family Services submit a
re p o rt and legislation by July 2000 detail-
ing a new way to fund child welfare serv-
ices.  New York State has the opport u n i t y
to reshape how childre n ’s services are
d e l i v e red and funded.

R e f o rming child welfare financing and
the child protective system, the front door
into the child welfare system, are necessar-
ily conjoined elements needed for better
s e rvice delivery in this new century. This
a rticle discusses fiscal issues as a part of
child welfare re f o rm. Major  fiscal policy
decisions and principles to guide altern a t e
funding strategies will be reviewed. In the
next Quarterly the need for child pro t e c-
tion (CPS) re f o rm will be re v i e w e d .

In 1998, the Office of Children and Family
s e rvices developed “Establishing an
Operational Framework.” The document

The most difficult and contro v e r s i a l
decisions are those re g a rding fiscal policy.
Such decisions made during the last years
need to be revisited, tested, and, in many
cases, revised. Even if they were appro p r i-
ate in the past, a new set of fiscal policy
assumptions and decisions need to be
developed for the future. 

New York faces a series of decisions
re g a rding federal funding, which should
be utilized to the greatest extent possi-
ble, without over-utilizing TANF sur-
p l u s .

New York has been fairly effective over
the years in maximizing federal funding to

Fiscal Policy Decisions
s u p p o rt child welfare services.  Current fis-
cal decisions, however, may not enable the 
state to move in the direction articulated in
“Establishing an Operational Framework”
over the long run.  It will be important for
the successor to the Block Grant to serv e
New York well for many years.

• TANF Surplus:  TANF (Te m p o r a ry
Assistance to Needy Families) is the fed-
eral grant program to states to be used at
their discretion to provide eligible fami-
lies, primarily for mothers and childre n ,
with cash assistance benefits and other
s u p p o rt services to help families to find
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and retain employment.  A substantial
p e rcentage of the child welfare budget is
comprised of TANF surplus funds, cre-
ated as a result of dwindling caseloads
and less spending for benefits. Such
investment makes sense as it reduces the
unobligated surplus, thereby reducing its
susceptibility to federal raids or possible
reduction when TANF is re a u t h o r i z e d .
H o w e v e r, while the economy is stro n g
now and welfare rolls continue to dro p ,
t h e re are no guarantees that will persist.
New York needs to consider what might
happen to child welfare funding if:

– the TANF allocation in the 2002 author-
izing legislation were reduced substan-
t i a l l y ?

- additional restrictions on use of the sur-
plus were imposed?

– t h e re were an economic downturn and
caseloads began to rise, thereby re q u i r-
ing the expenditure of more TA N F
m o n e y ?

New York State has probably over- u t i-
lized TANF for child welfare, supplanting
both state and local re s o u rces.  The child
w e l f a re infrastru c t u re, there f o re, depends
on TANF and may not be sustainable if
TANF were no longer available at curre n t
levels.  Furt h e r, as Congress sees significant
TANF funds available for services, they
continue to chip away at Title XX, furt h e r
degrading the child welfare infrastru c t u re .
A c c o rd i n g l y, any future financing strate-
gies should systematically rebuild state and
local investments in child welfare.  New
York should take full advantage of federal
re s o u rces using funding streams that are
m o re appropriate than TA N F.

• Title 4-E Resourc e s: This title of the
Social Security act is the main funding
s t ream to support child welfare, primarily
foster care.  New York has not taken full
advantage of the 4-E waiver process or
utilized 4-E re s o u rces to strengthen edu-
cation and training of the child welfare
w o r k f o rce. It is essential that 4-E be bet-
ter utilized.

Many states have waivers allowing
e x p e n d i t u re of 4-E for non-foster care
s e rvices.  While New York also obtained a
w a i v e r, it has not been fully implemented
and no impact has been felt.  Furt h e r, it
seems to be of interest only in New Yo r k
C i t y, leaving the rest of the state with the
status quo.  Whether a review and re c o n-
sideration of the current 4-E waiver
and/or application(s) for new waiver(s)
a re possible is not certain.  Immediate dis-
cussion with the federal govern m e n t
should be initiated to alter the terms and
conditions of the current waiver and/or
begin work on additional waivers.

The schools of Social Work are essen-
tial partners in training and workforc e
development. Tu rnover in both public
and private child welfare settings is a
critical concern at this time.  Some agen-
cies have turnover rates appro a c h i n g
50%.  The negative impact on families
and chil-
d ren will
reach crisis
p ro p o rt i o n s
if left
u n c h e c k e d .
Schools and
a g e n c i e s
should col-
laborate to pre p a re agency staff for pro-
fessional practice and to re c ruit newly
trained professionals into child welfare .

Child welfare staff, serving the public
child welfare caseload, could all benefit
f rom training off e red by schools of Social
Work.  Furt h e r, students seeking mas-
t e r’s and bachelor’s degrees in Social
Work should receive tuition, stipends,
and other supports subsidized thro u g h
4-E.  Consideration could be given to
requiring a commitment to work with the
public child welfare caseload for a period
of time in re t u rn for the support. This
was a common and successful practice
t h ree decades ago.  
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In addition to education and training,
the schools can also provide valuable
assistance on re s e a rch, policy develop-
ment, and program development (includ-
ing demonstration projects).  Furt h e r,
students in field units could be placed in
public child welfare settings, superv i s e d
by faculty, as one strategy to stre n g t h e n
the current work force.  Since the federal
g o v e rnment allows 4-E reimbursement 
to be matched by public university
re s o u rces, this could proceed with mod-
est additional state re s o u rces.  This is the
time to rethink how 4-E can enable New
York State to build its system and change
its course.

• Title 4-B:  Another Title of the Social
Security Act, 4-B has two components,
both supporting prevention services.  In
the early 90’s additional money was added
to 4-B to support family pre s e rvation.  In
o rder to obtain the additional money,
states needed to meet a level of spending
called maintenance of eff o rt (MOE). New
York State no longer receives 4-B dollars,
which could support preventive serv i c e s ,
due to our failure to meet MOE re q u i re-
ments.  Some, but not all, of the pro g r a m s
that could be funded under 4-B are par-
tially supported through TANF surplus
funds.  In view of the uncertainty about
TANF and concern about its longer term
potential, New York should work to once
again obtain 4-B to support import a n t
p reventive services, which are especially
critical in the context of the OCFS vision.  

• M e d i c a i d:  Medicaid is the pro g r a m ,
comprised of federal, state and local
money to provide medical care to qualify-
ing individuals.  There have been ongoing
discussions about increasing utilization of
Medicaid, especially for children needing
special services, including mental health.
In fact, much Medicaid is spent on foster
c h i l d ren through clinic use and other
mechanisms.  Unfort u n a t e l y, that spend-
ing is not coordinated or leveraged and,
too often, supports more expensive out-
of-home programs designed to re s p o n d
to a child’s need only after a crisis has

developed.  A significant barrier in the
c u rrent system is the “Medicaid neutral-
ity” provision in current law that has pre-
vented the establishment or expansion of
outpatient mental health programs that
would increase Medicaid spending.
While this does not effect foster care
rates, it is essential to eliminate that
re q u i rement in order to support commu-
nity based serv i c e s .

Medicaid needs to be included in a com-
p rehensive, blended funding approach for
child welfare services.  Models of serv i c e
d e l i v e ry, including CCSI and Kids Oneida,
a re good examples of blended funding 
and coordinated service delivery.
P rograms of this type might appro p r i a t e l y
be considered for  funding and expansion
t h rough the use of Medicaid.  In view 
of the Govern o r’s emphasis on improving 
mental health, as well as the commitment
of the State Commissioners, this is a 
critical time to consider these options.

New York needs to create opport u n i-
ties to sustain and strengthen local fund-
ing commitments and investments in
child welfare .

With the advent of the Block Grant, New
York State withdrew as a full partner in
funding child welfare services.  As a conse-
quence, in the years immediately after
imposition of the Block Grant, counties
re p o rted that they withdrew substantial
re s o u rces from child welfare as well. In a
study by SCAA during the first year of the
Block Grant, counties re p o rted that they cut
p reventive contracts, reduced staff, and
took other steps to save money.  That was
all to the detriment of children and families
and to the child welfare infrastru c t u re .
Since then, New York State has re t u rn e d
money to the Block Grant using the TA N F
surplus to provide “fiscal relief,” including
the transfer of $241 million to Title XX.
A c c o rding to some county sources, local
g o v e rnments have used “fiscal relief” for a
variety of purposes, often not child welfare .

F u rt h e r, according to county sourc e s ,
the reductions in  spending for child wel-
f a re in the early Block Grant years continue
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to rethink how
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New York State
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system and

change its

course.
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to this day.  The system is far from where it
was in terms of services, preventive pro-
grams, and staffing.  The child welfare
i n f r a s t ru c t u re has been weakened and con-
tinues to decline.

The expiration of the Block Grant pro-
vides the opportunity to re a s s e rt the full
p a rtnership between the state and the
counties.  Not only is such a move fair and
m o re appropriate, but it could also set the
stage for more local investment in child
w e l f a re.  Communities need a strong local
capacity to provide service to vulnerable
c h i l d ren and families.  They cannot build
such an infrastru c t u re with inadequate and
u n c e rtain support from the state and with-
out continuing local investment.

New York, utilizing a venture capital
a p p roach, should invest new re s o u rc e s
at the front end in an eff o rt to turn the
child welfare ship aro u n d .

A good deal of business development
begins with venture capital, substantial new
re s o u rces invested in order to grow a busi-
ness and realize success fairly quickly.

To achieve the results envisioned by the
O ffice of Family and Children Serv i c e s ,
New York State needs to infuse new
re s o u rces into child welfare as well as re d i-
rect current re s o u rces.  It is inappro p r i a t e
to depend only upon re d i rection.  Childre n
and families rely on the existing system. 

A c c o rd i n g l y, if New York State were to
c o n s t ruct a system that included a venture
capital fund to support prevention and
early intervention programs, it is likely that
re s o u rces would be freed for re d i re c t i o n
and further reinvestment in the future .
Unlike the mental health system, where
beds in state psychiatric hospitals were
closed and the money was converted to
community uses, child welfare needs a dif-
f e rent approach.  Our goal must be to iden-
tify re s o u rces for front-end and after- c a re
investment, re g a rdless of whether beds are
closed or not. 

T h e re are other sources of venture capi-
tal that could strengthen local service deliv-
e ry.  In the 1979 Child We l f a re Reform Act,

t h e re were provisions for donated funds to
make up local share for preventive serv i c e s .
Donated funds could be in-kind as well as
actual dollars.  The legislation allowed local
D e p a rtments of Social Services to benefit
f rom the full amount of donated funds to
o ffset local share. As a result, during the
1 9 8 0 ’s we saw significant expansion  of pre-
ventive and early intervention serv i c e s .
That provision should be revisited and
reutilized. It offers an important, albeit
small, source of venture capital that can
help turn the system from back-end to
f ront-end expenditures.  

New York should blend funding fro m
various systems to provide integrated,
c o m p rehensive services to children and
f a m i l i e s .

In New York and across the nation,
t h e re are numerous examples of pooling
funding from various sources to support
i m p roved service delivery to children and
families.  C o o rdinated Childre n ’s Serv i c e s
I n i t i a t i v e (CCSI) and Kids Oneida a re exam-
ples of this approach in New York State.  In
both cases, multiple sources of funding are
used, sometimes pooled, and there are also
various waivers and service delivery stru c-
t u res enabling more flexible provision of
s e rvice.  In both cases, the counties have
been able to assemble a package of serv i c e s
that is responsive to the needs of the child
and his/her entire family.  In sum, money
follows the child and his/her family.

In August 1996, a New York State team
of policy makers spent a week with the
D a n f o rth Foundation where they focused
extensively on the concept of blended fund-
ing.  The group left with an expectation
that, with further work, such an appro a c h
could be feasible.  While there has been re l-
atively little action since then, the appro a c h
is quite viable and should be considere d .
S o u rces of funding might include educa-
tion, mental health, health, and others.  The
State of Maryland has such a fund, the Sub-
cabinet Fund (currently totaling $100 mil-
lion) that is used for prevention and other
f ront-end serv i c e s .
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This article does not propose a specific
financing approach as a replacement to the
Block Grant.  Many other org a n i z a t i o n s
have made and will make proposals that
need to be seriously considered (CCC,
COFCCA, NYPWA). The Office of Childre n
and Family Services will submit their pro-
posal and legislation by July 1, 2000.
H o w e v e r, as financing strategies are
debated, it makes good sense to re v i e w
them against a set of principles that gro w,
in part, from the fiscal policies that are re c-
ommended here.  New York State should:

• Once again become a full part n e r, with
the federal government and local govern-
ment, in funding child welfare serv i c e s .

• Develop a financing stru c t u re that can
move the system toward the policies
a rticulated in “Establishing an Operating
F r a m e w o r k . ”

• S u p p o rt the concept of full funding for
child welfare services and not discount,
re g a rdless of which mechanism is chosen.

• Blend funding from multiple sources to
allow for truly flexible service delivery.

• C reate a financing mechanism that
understands that the whole family is the
s e rvice unit, not just an individual child.

Financing Strategies

• C reate a financing mechanism that is as
consistent as possible between public and
private agencies.

• C reate a financing mechanism that
re w a rds non-placement serv i c e s .

• C reate a financing mechanism that is
administratively feasible, is easily under-
stood and which can be implemented
q u i c k l y.

• R e w a rd attainment of milestones as well
as outcomes rather than simply service or
c a re .

• Use incentives, disincentives and payment
a p p roaches to support the goals of the
s y s t e m .

• Fashion a service delivery system and a
financing mechanism that heightens the
sense of urgency to move the child
t h rough the system quickly.

• C a refully review the 1979 Child We l f a re
R e f o rm Act in order to extract those com-
ponents that are re l e v a n t .

• Use its money to leverage re s o u rces fro m
other sources, including private sourc e s .

New York State has an opportunity to
re-shape and improve services to childre n
and families.  These important fiscal deci-
sions can provide the foundation for a new
s y s t e m .


