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Background/Introduction:

The Children’s Aid Society of Brant (Brant CAS) is a medium sized child welfare organization. The agency services a population of approximately 130,000, and is situated in southwestern Ontario, Canada. The county of Brant that the agency serves includes small towns, Six Nations Reserve and the City of Brantford. The agency provides a full continuum of child protection services to families with diverse backgrounds including a large First Nations Aboriginal population with half the population living on reserve and half living in urban communities.  Other diverse communities in the area include immigrant populations from European countries and Asian countries. 
In Ontario, child protection agencies are designated by counties, are governed by independent Board of Directors and funded by Ministry of Children and Youth Services. Child protection services are mandated by legislation and directed by Regulations and Standards. 

After a government evaluation of child welfare in 2004 the government formed the Child Welfare Secretariat to direct innovative developments in child protection and achieve specific goals. 

Ontario Child Welfare Transformation is a complex change initiative that includes several implementation requirements and impacts on all areas of a child welfare agency. There are seven key elements in Transformation including the following elements that most directly impact reporting outcomes; (i) a single information system to support core case management recording requirements and track and report child and family outcomes as well as broader system data, (ii) accountability mechanisms that move away from a traditional compliance only focus to a focus on improving and strengthening existing mechanisms with the goal to build capacity to report on child and family outcomes, (iii) a Differential Response service to reports of child maltreatment that employs new assessment tools for risk and safety as well as achieves a better balance of assessing family strengths, increasing family engagement, decreasing reliance on formal court processes and employs strength based family centred approaches to service delivery, and  iv) and increase options to achieve permanency for children.

Child Welfare Transformation involved significant policy revisions, changes in expectations and a shift in practice to ensure child welfare is a strength based, child focused, collaborative model of services imbedded in a proactive community response to minimize risk to children. Ontario child welfare practice is developing into a highly outcomes focused service model.  

Purpose and Description of the Work

In response to Child Welfare Transformation, Brant CAS has undertaken an annual Quality Assurance Child and Performance Outcomes Report. The agency also made a commitment that measuring and reporting outcomes would be a collaborative effort and that the process would inform improvements in services to clients. To that end, there were several points when staff and members of the Board of Directors participated in developing the framework for the Performance Outcomes Report or reporting  data for further analysis. 

The Child and Performance Outcomes Report begins with a set of six core goals; (i) child safety, (ii) child permanency and stability in placements, (iii) child well being, (iv) service delivery compliance to Standards and Regulations, (v) community involvement and integration, and (vi) collaborative child focused approach to reducing risk of future harm to children. The goals are in keeping with Transformation. From the core Goals, twelve Outcomes were developed and forty-seven Indicators were identified to measure the outcomes.

The Board of Directors of Brant CAS made the decision that nineteen of the 47 indicators would be examined in the first year of developing the report. It was anticipated that some indicators would provide only benchmark data while others would be more expansively examined with historical records and analyzed for impact on service trends. It was fully expected that the whole process would result in learning that could be integrated into service delivery improvements.

Key Findings and Lessons Learned 

The first year of implementing a Performance Outcomes Report has primarily focused on implementing and facilitating capacity building in not only the data systems but also in staff knowledge and awareness of the value of measuring and reporting outcomes. The Brant CAS has undertaken this work in ways that aimed at achieving agency buy-in and collaboration within organizational departments however it has been a lengthy and at times difficult journey. Also there have been numerous challenges mining data from the system. This is reflective of the fact that the data system was first designed to report rudimentary case data to meet financial reporting requirements and was not designed to provide data that reflected outcomes or case descriptors. Over the past year the Quality Assurance manager has worked with the data system in efforts to develop automated methods to mine data and report on indictors. The Brant CAS is a mid sized organization and has limited technology resources. Therefore efforts to mine data have been more akin to the gold panhandlers in the Klondike Gold Rush in Canadian in 1898- 1899 than it related to modern gold mining efforts. 

In the past year the organization has learned a great deal about the requirements for reporting child outcomes and has made many achievements. A strong and dedicated leadership has guided the process through the many efforts. Dedicated staff has taken the lead to develop the necessary reporting framework and data system. Also, it is evident that efforts to have it be a collaborative approach, although challenging at times, has also supported implementation of other Transformation initiatives and fostered collaboration in other areas of the organization.  
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