Cultivating
our future
Empowering child welfare in the digital age

Empowering organizations
for what’s next

“

The fundamental thing
that I feel life’s experience
teaches anyone, is the
ability to develop a keener
sense of empathy for an
increasing set of people
around you and the
community around you.

	

Satya Nadella
CEO, Microsoft

”
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A shifting landscape
Child welfare is a broad ecosystem of services and organizations joined
by a shared mission to ensure the safety and well-being of children.
Its stakeholders include children and families, child protection agencies, health
and social services, educators, public housing, hospitals, and public safety and
justice agencies. The primary population served is just as vast—an estimated
1 billion children around the world ages 2–17 have experienced physical, sexual,
or emotional violence or neglect,1 and 90 percent of abuse goes unreported. 2
In 2016, in the U.S. alone, 3.5 million children were the subject of an investigation
or alternative response, and 676,000 of them were found to be victims of abuse or
neglect.3 In Europe, of the 190 million children under 18, an estimated 44 million
have experienced physical abuse, and 18 million have experienced sexual abuse.4
Child welfare is not just about intervening after maltreatment has occurred. It is
about proactively enabling the conditions in which all children can thrive and
minimizing the disruption and trauma that can result from moving a child into
foster care. In some countries, this new approach is termed preservation
services, with the idea that the agency or multiple stakeholder groups
are investing to preserve families before there is an issue.
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For example, in the U.S., the Family First Prevention Services Act (FFPSA) was
passed in 2018 “to provide enhanced support to children and families and
prevent foster care placements through the provision of mental health and
substance abuse prevention and treatment services, in-home parent skillbased programs, and kinship navigator services.” 5
The end goal is to reduce the amount of time a child is in temporary care by
working closely with the family to provide timely and needed services so the
child can safety return home; however, unforeseen legal hurdles, and even
legitimate privacy and safety concerns, often pull in the opposite direction,
increasing the frustration and trauma for the child and family. For example,
case workers can find themselves navigating mountains of procedural
paperwork, spending time
on redundant data entry and
searching for information
through disconnected,
legacy record keeping
systems. It can be difficult in
such circumstances to
quickly address the issues
endangering a child and
either reunite them with
their family or reduce the
time to permanency.

1

“Violence Against Children,” World Health Organization (http://www.who.int/mediacentre/
factsheets/violence-against-children/en/), 2018

2

“A Familiar Face: Violence in the lives of children and adolescents,” UNICEF report
(https://www.unicef.org/publications/index_101397.html), 2017

3

“Child Abuse and Neglect Prevention,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/childabuseandneglect/index.html), 2016

4

“Child Maltreatment,” World Health Organization (http://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/
pdf_file/0020/257501/infographic-child-maltreatment-full.pdf?ua=1), 2014

5

Family First Prevention Services Act (FFPSA), http://www.ncsl.org/research/human-services/
family-first-prevention-services-act-ffpsa.aspx
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“

We are guilty of many errors
and many faults, but our worst
crime is abandoning the
children, neglecting the
fountain of life. Many of the
things we need can wait.
The child cannot. Right now is
the time his bones are being
formed, his blood is being
made, and his senses are
being developed. To him we
cannot answer ‘Tomorrow, ’
his name is today.

Gabriela Mistral
Nobel Prize-winning poet

”
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The gathering storm
As any case worker knows, child welfare issues are influenced by many
external factors. Local and global crises such as the opioid epidemic,
economic stagnation and poverty, youth addiction, alcoholism, mental
health issues, and homelessness increase pressure on families and lead to
the conditions that endanger children. This, in turn, strains the capabilities
and capacity of child welfare systems.
For example, it’s estimated that child poverty has increased in nearly
two-thirds of the countries within the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) since the Great Recession6 of
2007/2008. In the U.S., as the opioid epidemic spread between 2012 and 2016,
the number of children in foster care nationally rose by 10 percent, from
397,600 to 437,500.7 At the same time, at least half of U.S. states saw their
foster care capacity (foster parents as a percentage of needy children)
decrease from 2012 to 2017. 8
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In addition, frontline case workers are increasingly stressed and overworked,
with burnout and turnover compounding the challenges already facing
the sector. In one Australian study, the average allocated case load per worker
increased 42 percent from 2009 to 2016.9 In the U.S., the average case worker
turnover rate is an estimated 30 percent annually.10 Such overwork and
turnover can result in workers making decisions without full information or
knowledge of best practices and proper procedures, increasing the need for
good management and training within agencies.
6

“Poor children in rich countries: why we need policy action,” OECD (http://www.oecd.org/social/
family/Poor-children-in-rich-countries-Policy-brief-2018.pdf), 2018

7

“Substance Use, the Opioid Epidemic, and the Child Welfare System: Key Findings from a Mixed
Methods Study,” ASPE (https://aspe.hhs.gov/system/files/pdf/258836/
SubstanceUseChildWelfareOverview.pdf), 2018

8

“ The Foster Care Housing Crisis,” Chronicle of Social Change (https://chronicleofsocialchange.org/
wp-content/uploads/2017/10/The-Foster-Care-Housing-Crisis-10-31.pdf), 2017

9

“Maintaining the Mental Health of Child Protection Practitioners,” Victoria General Auditor’s Office

10

“How does turnover affect outcomes and what can be done to address retention?”, Casey Family
Programs (https://www.casey.org/turnover-costs-and-retention-strategies/), 2017
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The costs, unfortunately, are all too real.
According to one U.S. study, the long-term financial impact of child abuse
and neglect amounts to $124 billion in lost worker productivity, healthcare
and special education costs, and child welfare and criminal justice costs.11
Another estimate put the global economic impact and cost resulting from
violence against children as high as $7 trillion.12
11

“Child Abuse Statistics & Facts,” Childhelp (https://www.childhelp.org/child-abuse-statistics/)

12

h
 ttps://www.compassion.com/poverty/child-abuse.html; Paola Pereznieto, Andres Montes,
Solveig Routier, and Lara Langston, “The costs and economic impact of violence against children,”
Overseas Development Institute, 2014
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“

 nless someone like
U
you cares a whole awful
lot, nothing is going to
get better. It’s not.
Dr. Seuss
Author of The Cat in the Hat
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From little seeds grow
mighty trees
Despite such staggering costs and challenges, there are
reasons to be optimistic.
Increasingly, it’s recognized that one-size-fits-all processes fail to fully address
the needs of the individual child and family. Traditional resource limitations
and preferences for standardized, scalable rules and processes are giving way
to more personalized, human-centered approaches. For example, in the U.S.,
Families for Private Adoption (FFPA) is giving agencies more latitude to create
empathetic and innovative solutions for children and families, which can lead
to better outcomes.
Moreover, today, the tools exist for child welfare agencies and
governments to scale these innovative citizen-centric social services and
programs in ways that support all children and families across society.
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Human beings by nature excel at people-facing activities such as empathy,
counseling, and active listening. Technologies can increasingly automate “back
office” activities like record keeping, data retrieval, and scheduling, freeing up
valuable case worker time to directly care for children and families. In addition,
enhanced data collection and performance measurement tools can improve
service delivery by giving decision makers better information and guidance at
every step, as well as critical insights on key success factors for various outcomes.
Above all, it’s important to note that these new tools serve to extend human
capability. As such, they are designed to embody ethical principles such as fairness,
inclusivity, privacy, transparency, and accountability. By automating and optimizing
lower-order functions and services, these tools enable stakeholders to focus on
what matters most: human-centered design, decision making, and empathy.
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“

We must protect families,
we must protect children,
who have inalienable rights
and should be loved, should
be taken care of physically
and mentally, and should
not be brought into the
world only to suffer.

Indira Gandhi
Former Prime Minister of India

”
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Cultivating a
stronger future
Ultimately, the goal is to develop highly scalable, personalized services and
collaborative tools that leverage the expertise of a multidisciplinary
network of stakeholders. These services and tools proactively mitigate the
vast majority of risks and reduce or eliminate disruptive, traumatic
experiences for children (such as removal from the family) through early
identification of patterns, helping inform decision making and generally
scaling the capabilities of an experienced workforce. In addition to keeping
families together, modern systems and tools can boost employee satisfaction
and scale to serve a larger population, leading to better outcomes and
increased benefits for the whole community. As the capacity of these agencies
extends to successfully support families of all backgrounds and socio-economic
levels, the traditional stigma that often surrounds child welfare agencies will be
eclipsed by growing values of trust, community, and optimism.
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In the pursuit of this ambitious goal to modernize child
welfare services, a few overarching focus areas stand out:

Creating citizen-centric engagement
A connected, user-centered ecosystem that engages children and families
regularly can help keep children safe and successful in their homes,
thereby minimizing confusion and uncertainty. Providing accessible 24/7
support and services through portals and mobile apps can help strengthen and
preserve family integrity while mitigating risks. Chatbots can assist families in
navigating and scheduling services, collaboration tools can help stakeholders
better coordinate and keep in touch remotely, and artificial intelligence can
proactively identify and suggest additional services that might benefit a
particular family. For example, families in need could be alerted when
additional spots open in a nearby public daycare or be notified of upcoming
neighborhood clinics.
Improved coordination can also help inspire trust and build confidence, which
can lead to better outcomes and stronger partnerships between child welfare
agencies and families. A key component of this is the creation of a digital identity
that ensures the privacy and security of families’ and children’s information while
also providing them a consistent, seamless experience. It’s not unusual for
parents today to feel overwhelmed when navigating complex government
services and agencies. What a difference it would make if instead of repeating
their contact information, background story, and needs at every new step,
they instead were greeted by well-informed, empowered workers, and
treated as equal members of a supportive community.

EMPOWERING ORGANIZATIONS FOR WHAT’S NEXT

16

CULTIVATING OUR FUTURE

Empowering employees
Employees can increase their decision-making confidence and connectedness
to the organization with secure, robust 360-degree views of every case, as
well as enhanced collaboration and decision-making support. Artificial
intelligence and machine learning can help prompt the “next best action” and
provide risk scoring as well as a curated menu of available services. Digital assistants
based on mobile applications and natural language processing can minimize time
spent on data entry and retrieval. For example, case workers en route to or from
client meetings can review files, leverage dictation to capture important notes,
and even complete basic tasks. By simplifying and automating time-consuming
activities, workers can spend more time in the field helping clients, leading to
increased job satisfaction and lower turnover. In addition, tools such as augmented
reality can help in training new hires before they encounter stressful situations—
helping them to role play in volatile environments, identify potential risk factors in
new settings, and respond correctly to emergencies.
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Enhancing services and operations
Beyond improved employee decision making and productivity, an intelligent
case management system can help prioritize and profile cases, streamline
activities, increase transparency and accountability, and meet compliance
and security requirements. Specialists and other stakeholders, such as
educators or public safety and justice agencies, can be brought into key
decision-making and information-sharing moments to support as needed.
Handoffs can be made seamlessly between case workers and/or agencies.
Management can use dashboards to track risks and resource allocations in real
time and make adjustments as necessary. Moreover, robust analytics and
cross-platform interoperability can help reduce costly mistakes and improve
outcomes. By comparing best practices within and across agencies,
management can identify further efficiency gains, lowering caseloads and
improving employee satisfaction.
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“

Children are the world’s
most valuable resource
and its best hope for
the future.

”

John F. Kennedy
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With every dawn
comes a new day
Across the world, child welfare agencies are seeking to engage more deeply
with the families they serve, empower their caseworkers with more efficient
solutions, improve decision making with advanced analytics, and ultimately
drive more positive outcomes for children and families. By meeting families
on their journey and deploying the best human—and technological—resources
to support them, these agencies give children the services they need to transition
into healthy and thriving adults.
Moreover, the tools and innovation have already arrived to transform child
welfare services and create a more human-centered ecosystem that embraces
the family, overcoming what were once thought to be contradictions—a system
at once highly personalized yet scalable, empathetic yet (in places) automated,
highly collaborative yet also secure, efficient yet flexible and family oriented.
Because, ultimately, as any case worker knows, success or failure is not counted
just in numbers on a paper, or digits on a screen, but on the faces of every
individual served.
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“

 he world is changing fast.
T
To meet the challenges all
children are facing, we must
remain agile—adapting to
the evolving crises that
impact children.

Unicef

”

“Innovation at Unicef”
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What’s next?

No matter where you are on your digital transformation
journey, Microsoft Services can help.

Engage with children and families.
Deliver a connected, personalized experience to engage
families and strengthen them with support and
preventative services.

Empower child welfare workforce.
Create an agile, always connected child welfare workforce
with secure mobile solutions and digital assistants to help
improve productivity and collaboration.

Enhance your services through intelligent
case management.
Help to achieve and maintain permanency with insightful
data analytics and visualizations to improve decision making.
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