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he spirit of child welfare is safeguarding
children and families. When the rubber
meets the road, however, service delivery is
predominantly driven by compliance. The
obligation to comply with federal funding
rules, state regulations, and court orders
has become a central focus of the work,
eclipsing other actionable conversations about the safety and
well-being of children. Compliance will always be important
and essential. The challenge is that meeting the letter of the
regulation has too often become an end in and of itself.
The consequences of this phenomenon can be serious for
the children we are all dedicated to safeguarding. The focus
on compliance preoccupies caseworkers with back office functions instead of providing direct service. Caseworkers who are
exhausting themselves completing administrative tasks often
spend less time with children and their families, and when
they do get to direct services, they are faced with making
child safety decisions with limited information and time.
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Compliance is important and will
continue to be. Our call to action is to
maintain compliance as a baseline,
to devote substantial energy and
resources to freeing up caseworkers,
and equipping them with the knowledge and tools to offer the best direct
service possible. The pathway to better
child welfare results requires positioning and enabling the caseworker
with the right insights and tools to
make thoughtful and informed decisions about the children and families
they serve. On this pathway, we can
all feel more confident in the decisions
made about the safety of children.
Furthermore, with insight-driven
decision-making, we will then begin to
realize the improved outcomes in child
welfare for which we all strive.
Right at our fingertips, there is technology innovation waiting to be used.
With a new mindset in place, we can
rethink how new and existing tools
can better enable our caseworkers.
Using data insights, artificial intelligence (AI), robotic process automation
(RPA), and extended reality (XR), we
can create a new service ecosystem by
weaving technology and casework into
an approach that puts the child and
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family at the center of the provided
services. Specifically, we can focus
on how technology can and should
be used to return front-line staff ’s
full attention to the direct service of
children and families—something only
humans can do.

Data Insights

In the “microchip millennium,” data
systems are standard tools of the trade
in child welfare. Good tools allow jurisdictions to end the years of manually
reporting IV-E eligibility, NCANDS
(National Child Abuse and Neglect
Data System) data, and AFCARS
(Adoption and Foster Care Analysis
and Reporting System) data, but it
is rare that these systems also help
efficiently manage day-to-day operations. More robust systems equipped
with data insights can provide the
worker with a global view of a child
and the family, as well as a clear sense
of actions to keep a child safe. These
systems change the user experience by
delivering relevant and child-centric
content with the necessary immediacy.
Data insights can also provide sequential workflows, recommending actions
in an order that can improve both efficiency and effectiveness.
When data systems are both compliant and insightful, meaning they
manage administrative reports and
provide information to the caseworker,
agencies are positioned to be far more
accurate in safety assessments and are
able to move with agility when protecting a child from harm.

Artificial Intelligence

A collection of advanced technologies, AI allows machines to sense,
comprehend, act, and learn while
also maximizing the likelihood of a
successful outcome in a particular
venture. While it can never take the
place of a caseworker, AI is an underutilized technology in the child welfare
field, particularly as it relates to safety
decisions for children.
The most precarious moment for any
child welfare agency is the one in which
a caseworker must decide if it is safe
enough to leave a child at home with
the parents after receiving a report of
abuse or neglect. The consequences
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of making the wrong decision are tremendous and we risk either bringing
children into foster care unnecessarily
or leaving them home at their peril. No
child welfare agency wants errors on
either side of the margin.
Imagine a single mom of a very young
child struggling with heroin addiction.
Through AI and data mining, a caseworker could quickly access information
from a suggested portfolio of services
that will make the greatest impact on a
family of this profile. AI might suggest
that the most effective treatment for
the mom is in-patient substance abuse
treatment where she can bring her
child with her. AI could even provide
contact information of locally available
resources, including the phone number
and address of a nearby treatment
center. The caseworker’s administrative labor is reduced from hours down
to minutes and may enable children to
remain safely with their family.

Robotic
Process
Automation

Also known as virtual assistants,
RPA and chatbots are complementary
technologies that can interact with
users, perform automated tasks, and
assist workers with time-consuming,
low-value tasks that keep them from
service delivery. Potential use for
RPA in child welfare settings is vast,
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including more efficient IV-E determinations, more comprehensive
court documents, and easier ways for
providers to reports changes in households—all of which free up workers
from back office administration.
RPA and virtual assistants have
special implications for child protection services. A fundamental challenge
every child welfare jurisdiction faces
is getting people to report the possible
mistreatment of a child. The field
depends on citizens to inform child
welfare, but in reality, many people
hesitate to call for fear they may be
identified as the reporting individual.
Those who do report mistreatment
often do so through email, letters, or
voicemail, leaving the agency in the
awkward position of not having enough
information to respond to a report.
Imagine if we could add a virtual
assistant to the many ways that people
report abuse. A virtual assistant could
be smart enough to listen to reporters
and guide them through additional
questions that provide critical information to the agency. This makes it easier
for individuals to submit reports and
ensures the agency can act quickly to
protect a child when needed.

Extended Reality

Extended Reality (XR), which
includes Virtual Reality (VR) and
Augmented Reality (AR), are computer
or film-generated scenarios that
simulate a realistic environment. XR
technology is changing the way people
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connect with information, experiences, and each other. While popular
in the gaming community, XR has now
emerged as a leading training methodology with an enormous amount of
untapped potential for child welfare.
One significant challenge that child
welfare agencies continually face is
maintaining a workforce of seasoned
caseworkers. Putting recruiting and
hiring aside, the fact is that even after
onboarding a new worker, for better
or worse, it takes years to master case
management. The only way to truly
learn the craft is through experience with families—watching their
dynamics and observing and interpreting verbal and nonverbal behaviors.
Imagine if we could accelerate the
speed by which new workers become
seasoned by using XR training scenarios. XR can create experiences that
replicate the intense nature of entering
a home to assess the safety of a child.
Through XR, workers can be virtually
exposed to high-stress, intense scenarios that allow them to hone their
observation and decision-making skills

in a safe environment. With accompanying coaching, this technology can
rapidly increase the speed with which
a worker is confident and knowledgeable when entering a home. Using
this technology in this way could go
far in reducing unintended errors in
decision-making that might lead to catastrophic consequences for children.
Technology is not a silver bullet, and
the use of a single technology alone
is not a game changer. As a portfolio,
these innovations in technology can
be used to free up caseworkers from
administrative tasks and accelerate
insight-driven decision-making. By
doing so, we leverage the dedication
of an army of caseworkers who want
nothing more than to spend their time
providing direct service that protects
our most vulnerable citizens. And that
may be the most important tool we
have at our disposal. Artfully and strategically orchestrating technological
and human capacities together in this
way can accelerate the outcomes for
children and families that the caring
members of our field so deeply crave.

