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The mission of the Office of Inspector General (OIG), as mandated by Public Law 95-452, as amended
by Public Law 100-504, is to protect the integrity of the Department of Health and Human Services
(HHS) programs, as well as the health and welfare of beneficiaries served by those programs. This
statutory mission is carried out through a nationwide network of audits, investigations, and inspections
conducted by the following operating components:

Office of Audit Services

The OIG's Office of Audit Services (OAS) provides al auditing services for HHS, either by conducting
audits with its own audit resources or by overseeing audit work done by others. Audits examine the
performance of HHS programs and/or its grantees and contractors in carrying out their respective
responsibilities and are intended to provide independent assessments of HHS programs and operations in
order to reduce waste, abuse, and mismanagement and to promote economy and efficiency throughout the
Department.

Office of Evaluation and I nspections

The OIG's Office of Evaluation and Inspections (OEI) conducts short-term management and program
evaluations (called inspections) that focus on issues of concern to the Department, the Congress, and the
public. The findings and recommendations contained in the inspections reports generate rapid, accurate,
and up-to-date information on the efficiency, vulnerability, and effectiveness of departmental programs.

Office of I nvestigations

The OIG's Office of Investigations (Ol) conducts criminal, civil, and administrative investigations of
allegations of wrongdoing in HHS programs or to HHS beneficiaries and of unjust enrichment by
providers. The investigative efforts of Ol lead to criminal convictions, administrative sanctions, or civil
monetary pendties. The Ol also oversees State Medicaid fraud control units which investigate and
prosecute fraud and patient abuse in the Medicaid program.

Office of Counsel to the I nspector General

The Office of Counsel to the Inspector General (OCIG) provides general legal services to OIG, rendering
advice and opinions on HHS programs and operations and providing all legal support in OIG’s interna
operations. The OCIG imposes program exclusions and civil monetary penalties on health care providers
and litigates those actions within the Department. The OCIG also represents OIG in the global settlement
of cases arising under the Civil False Claims Act, develops and monitors corporate integrity agreements,
develops model compliance plans, renders advisory opinions on OIG sanctions to the health care
community, and issues fraud alerts and other industry guidance.




EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

OBJECTIVE

To identify the challenges and limitations associated with reporting Adoption and Foster Care
Anayss and Reporting Sysem (AFCARS) information.

BACKGROUND

Fogter care and adoption information reported to the Adminigtration for Children and Families
(ACF) through AFCARS is the only federd nationd data available regarding the children in
foster care and the children adopted under the auspices of a state agency. All States are
required to report child-specific information to ACF semiannually through AFCARS. Based
on the most recent AFCARS data available, there were an estimated 565,000 children in foster
care on September 30, 2001, and 51,000 children adopted during fiscd year 2000.

It isimportant that information reported through AFCARS istimely and accurate. The
AFCARS provides ACF with data necessary to comply with congressionaly-mandated
reporting requirements, to measure the performance of state child welfare agencies, and to
dlocate incentive and formula grant funds (i.e., adoption incentive funds and Chaffee Foster
Care Independence Program funds, respectively). The ACF, Congress, sate child welfare
agencies, and nationd child welfare organizations so use AFCARS data to make nationa
policy and program decisions. Federa requirements placed on statesto report AFCARS data
have served to enhance nationa child welfare data collection.

In conducting this ingpection, we systematicaly collected information from foster care and
adoption program managers and information systems staff from the 50 states, the Didtrict of
Columbia, and Puerto Rico. We dso held in-depth discussions with child welfare managers
and gtaff, and reviewed state processes and procedures for collecting AFCARS information in
five dates.

FINDINGS

The ACF has Failed to Meet Mandated Time Frames for Submitting Annual
Reports to Congress

The ACF has not met the mandated deadlines for submission of annual reports to Congress.
The first annud report, due May 1999, was published in August 2000, 15 months late. The
second annud report, due May 2000, was published in January 2002, 19 months late. At the
time of our review, the third and fourth annua reports had not been published and were
overdue. Published data do not reflect states
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recent efforts to promote permanency or changes in the status of foster care and adoption.
Published information is dso inconsstent and incomplete.

States Reported That Key AFCARS Data Elements Are Not Clearly and
Consistently Defined, Resulting in Inconsistent Reporting

Our andysis of ACF guidance on reporting AFCARS data supports states bdiefs that the lack
of clear definitions leads to inconsstent reporting. States believed AFCARS data d ements
were not clearly and consistently defined and expressed concerns about foster care placement
definitions, which potentidly affect child welfare performance measures. In addition,
differencesin states methods of reporting dates of discharge and juvenile justice populations
may further inhibit uniform performance messures

Technical Assistance Is Effective, but Difficult to Access

The ACF has developed technical assistance to address many of the difficulties associated with
AFCARS reporting. Overall, states rated the technical assistance they received highly.
However, sates reported that attending national sessionsis difficult, due to state travel
regtrictions and limited state budgets.

Mandated Penalties Were an Incentive to Report AFCARS Data, but Were Not
Commensurate with Non-Compliance

Even though federally-mandated pendties, designed to ensure reliable and consstent AFCARS
reporting, have been withdrawn, states reported that the penaties served as an incentive for
accurate reporting. However, only 15 percent of state respondents believed the pendlties, as
defined, were commensurate with non-compliance.

CONCLUSION and RECOMMENDATIONS

Annud reports to Congress are not published timey. As such, published data do not reflect
recent changesin child welfare populations. Also, states are reporting incomplete and
inconsstent data. These data are used in developing nationad standards by which sates are
evauated. Technical assstance designed to address the difficulties associated with the
collection and reporting of AFCARS information, while highly rated, is difficult to access.
Furthermore, the pendties that served as an incentive for accurate reporting have been
withdrawn.

As such, we make the following recommendations to ACF to enhance the usefulness of
AFCARS data.

* Make up-to-date child wefare statistics reported through AFCARS available to
program officids and other decison-makers by publishing annud reports within
congressionally-mandated time frames and posting current information on the Internet,
issue precise definitions for data dements to prevent states from

AFCARS: Challenges and Limitations i OEI-07-01-00660



interpreting them differently, and issue a definitive policy statement to address
inconsstencies in sate AFCARS reporting of juvenile justice populations.

* Increase the accessihility of technica assistance resources through the devel opment of
regiona data conferences, utilization and training of regiond office g&ff to provide
increased support to states, posting more current and comprehensive AFCARS
information on the ACF webdte, and exploring ways to expedite discretionary
AFCARS reviews.

* Devedop incentives to help ensure state compliance with AFCARS regulations by
documenting states' past compliance with AFCARS requirements to establish a
basdline for reporting, monitor future AFCARS reporting, and develop incentives or
new pendties, commensurate with varying levels of compliance.

Agency Comments

The ACF supports our recommendations and indicates thet it is assessing interna agency
processes for andyzing data and meeting required reporting time frames. The ACF referenced
recently issued policy guidance regarding trial home visits and indicated that it will consider
issuing darifying guidance to dleviate incongstent reporting of foter children induded in
juvenile justice populations. The ACF aso stated that it will support ACF regiona meetings
focused on datarrel ated issues, provide training to and utilize regiond office saff in providing
technical support to states, and explore ways to expedite AFCARS assessment reviews. The
ACF will monitor and document compliance with AFCARS standards and seek waysto
encourage timely and accurate reporting of AFCARS data. The full text of the comments
provided by ACF is contained in Appendix C of the report.
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INTRODUCTION

PURPOSE

To identify the chalenges and limitations associated with reporting Adoption and Foster Care
Andyss and Reporting System (AFCARYS) information.

BACKGROUND

State child welfare agencies are respongble for protecting children from abuse and neglect,
which sometimes requires that children be removed from their homes and placed in foster care.
These children remain in foster care until they can be reunited with their families, placed with a
guardian, adopted, or emancipated. Based on the most recent published nationa data available,
there were an estimated 565,000 children in foster care on September 30, 2001, and state child
welfare agencies were involved in the adoption of 51,000 children in federa fisca year (FY)
2000.

Federd regulationsrequire dl states to report child-specific foster care and adoption datato
ACF through AFCARS. Thefind rule, published in the Federal Register on

December 22, 1993, requires states to collect and report specific information (66 data € ements)
about dl children in fogter care for whom the state has responsibility for placement, care, or
supervison. The regulations aso require information (37 data eements) about each child under
dtate jurisdiction who was adopted or for whom the State agency is providing adoption
assistance.?

Thefirst state submission of AFCARS data was due to ACF by May 15, 1995, and
semiannudly thereafter. Regulatory compliance is based on the timely submission of the data
files, the timeliness of data entry for the date of remova and the date of discharge (these dates
must be entered within 60 days of occurrence), and whether the data meet a 90 percent level of
tolerance for missing data and interna consistency checks® Federd regulations indicate that
states failing to meet these reporting criteria may be subject to financid pendties®

! Adoption and Foster Care Analysis Reporting System data for period ending September 30, 2001.
2 45 CFR § 1355,
3 45 CFR § 1355, Appendix E.

4 45 CFR § 1355.40(e)(1).
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The ACF s adminigrative uses for AFCARS data include devel oping outcome measures to
assess gtate child welfare agency performance,® determining Chafee Foster Care Independence
Program alotments,® determining increases in adoptions for the purpose of awarding adoption
incentive payments to states,” creating the data profiles used in the Children and Family Services
Reviews? and sdlecting sample cases to be included in Title IV-E Foster Care

Eligibility Reviews®

In addition, AFCARS is one of the principa information sources used to prepare ACF s child
welfare outcomes annual report. This report, required by Section 479A of the Socia Security
Act, requires the Secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) to submit a
report to Congress “on the performance of each State on each outcome measure, which shal
examine the reasons for high and low performance and, where possible, make recommendations
as to how State performance could be improved.” [emphasis added] Thefirst annud report, for
FY 1998, was due May 1, 1999. Federal law requires that subsequent reports be submitted to
Congress annually thereafter. Information regarding the history of foster care and data collection
efforts preceding AFCARS s provided in Appendix A.

METHODOLOGY

We used two mechaniams to conduct thisingpection. We systematicdly collected data from
foster care and adoption program managers and information systems staff in the 50 States, the
Didtrict of Columbia, and Puerto Rico. Using a comprehensive mail survey, we collected
information on the chalenges and limitations associated with gathering and reporting AFCARS
data and using the data to effectively administer child welfare programs and services. We
achieved a 100 percent response rate.

We judgementaly selected a sample of five states (Arkansas, Cdifornia, lllinois, New Y ork, and
Ohio) for additional data collection. We worked with ACF to select these states based on the
following criteria

* Ability to comply with AFCARS regulations - For the reporting period ending
March 31, 2001, three states were in substantial compliance with both adoption and
foster care tandards, one state was in substantial compliance with adoption standards
only, and one state was out of substantia compliance with both adoption and foster
care reporting requirements.

5 45 CFR § 1355.34(h).

® Section 477 of the Socidl Security Act.
7 Section 473A of the Socidl Security Act.
8 45 CFR § 1355.33(b)(2).

9 45 CFR § 1356.71(c)(1).
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» Levd of Statewide Automated Child Wefare Information System (SACWIS)Y°
development - ACF classified the SACWISin two states as operationd, partialy
operationd in one tate, in the implementation phase in one gate, and in the planning
phase in the remaining state. An overview of SACWIS s provided in Appendix B.

» Child wefare population - The combined child welfare populationsin the 5 states
represented 50 percent of children in foster care nationwide. The average monthly
number of children in foster care in each of the 5 states ranged from 1,624 to 78,222
during fiscd year 1999.

* Program adminigtration - The child welfare programs were state-administered in three
states and county-administered in the other two.

In the five states, we collected more in-depth information about state experiences reporting
AFCARS information and the impact it had on their programs. We examined reports
produced at the state and local levels for program management and compliance purposes,
observed caseworkers and data entry staff enter data as they explained the features and
limitations of their respective systems, and viewed dectronic and paper versons of casefiles,
The review of these reports and our observations alowed us to experience the data collection
process from point of entry to submisson. We aso interviewed state child welfare supervisors,
casaworkers, and data entry workersin aloca child welfare office in each of the five dates,
and andyzed national AFCARS policy guidance provided by ACF.

We conducted this ingpection in accordance with the Quality Standards for Inspections
issued by the President’s Council on Integrity and Efficiency.

10 45 CFR § 1355.53(b)(1).
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FINDINGS

Our findings are based on areview of nationd policy guidance, surveys from dl sates, and
observations and discussons during Site viststo five sates. The AFCARS data are the only
federa nationa data available regarding children in foster care and children adopted under the
auspices of agtate agency. These data are used to measure state child welfare agency
performance and to inform child welfare policy decison-makers. Therefore, it iscritica that
reported data are accurate and published in atimely manner. However, AFCARS data are not
being published timely, and published data are incomplete and inconsstent. In addition, Sates
experienced difficulties ng technica assstance and were concerned about pendties
associated with AFCARS reporting.

The ACF Has Failed to Meet Mandated Time Frames for
Submitting Annual Reports to Congress

The ACF has not met the deadlines for submission of annua reports to Congress, as mandated
in section 479A of the Socia Security Act. This section requires the Secretary of HHS to
submit an annua report to Congress on each gtate’ s child welfare population. Thefirst of these
annual reports, due May 1999, covering FY 1998, was published in August 2000, 15 months
late.r* The 1999 annud report, due May 2000, was published in January 2002, 19 months
late? Asof August 2002, ACF had not issued the reports for FY 2000 and FY 2001. The
reports were due May 2001 and 2002, respectively. At the time of our review, the most recent
date-gpecific information available on-line was an dectronic copy of the FY 1999 annua
report.

The 2-year-old Published Data Do Not Reflect Some States’ Recent Efforts to
Promote Permanency or Changes in the Status of Foster Care and Adoption

The latest state-gpecific data published by ACF may not reflect current trends. We compared
datareported in ACF s published annua reports with more recent data for three of the five
dates we visited. These states comprised 36 percent of the children in out-of-home placements
and 30 percent of the adoptions nationwide in FY 1999. The ACF s annud reportsindicate
the number of children in out-of-home placements increased 3.75 percent from FY 1998 to FY
1999, from 560,000 to 581,000. These reports represent the latest published federal data
avalable. Yet, our examination of more recent data for three of the five Satesincluded in this
study - unpublished state data obtained from ACF - shows that some states' efforts, focused

on permanency, are having a dramétic effect on the number of children in out-of-home
placements in these states.

L Child Welfare Outcomes 1998 Annual Report.

L Safety, Permanency, Well-being: Child Welfare Outcomes 1999: Annual Report.
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* lllinois: The ACF annud report, reflecting FY 1999 data, indicates 40,270 children
were in foster carein Illinois on September 30, 1999. State datafor FY 2000 indicate
that, one year later, the number had decreased to 33,125. Datafor FY 2001 show a
continuing decline to 29,278 in the foster care population on September 30, 2001, a 27
percent decrease over 2 years. The number of adoptionsin Illinois also decreased by
44 percent during this time period, dropping from 7,028 in FY 199910 4,234 in FY
2000, then decreasing again to 3,934 in FY 2001.

* New York: The ACF annual report, reflecting FY 1999 data, indicates
52,762 children in New Y ork were in foster care on September 30, 1999. State data
for FY 2000 indicate that one year later that number had decreased to 47,208. Data
for FY 2001 show a continuing decline to 43,365 in the foster care population on
September 30, 2001, an 18 percent decrease over 2 years.

e California: The ACF annud report, reflecting FY 1999 data, indicates
117,937 children were in foster care in Caiforniaon September 30, 1999. State data
for FY 2000 indicate that one year later that number had decreased to 112,807. Data
for FY 2001 show a continuing decline to 107,168 in the foster care population on
September 30, 2001, a 9 percent decrease over 2 years.

While these changes represent the experiences of only 3 states, these states represent a
substantia percentage (36 percent) of children in out-of-home placements nationdly.

The change in the number of out-of-home placements could be even more sgnificant if other
dates are experiencing smilar reductions. Conversdly, if the number of children in out-of-home
placements nationaly remains stable, other states may be experiencing substantia increasesin
children entering foster care. However, because ACF has not issued the 2000 and 2001
annua reports, it is not possible for program managers and other decison-makers to make this
determination.

Published Reports Contain Incomplete Data

In the annua report due May 1999, representing FY 1998, no data were reported for 10 states
and selected data were missing for 8 additiona states. In the annual report due May 2000,
representing FY 1999, no data were reported for 2 sates and 10 states had data missing from
their profiles. These gaps occurred despite the amount of time alowed by ACF for statesto
report corrected AFCARS data.

State AFCARS data submissions are due to ACF by May 15 and November 14 of each year,
45 days after the end of each 6-month reporting period. The data submitted must be extracted
from dtate data systems on the last day of the reporting period and should reflect child-specific
data. States are alowed to resubmit corrected AFCARS data anytime thereafter, and ACF
reports spending a considerable amount of time “cleaning” the data. Once ACF begins
preparing the annua report to Congress, it notifies each state of the most current reported
information that it has on file. States are then officidly afforded
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45 daystto rectify incorrect or incomplete data prior to publication, atime frame that ACF
reported has historically stretched beyond 45 days.

For the reporting period ending March 31, 1998, dl states submitted AFCARS datato ACF,
but 25 were out of substantia compliance with AFCARS standards. For the reporting period
ending March 31, 2001, 13 states remained out of substantial compliance.

States Reported a Variety of Factors Impact Their Ability to Capture and Report
AFCARS Data

Caseworker Priorities Affect Data Collection and Systems Entry

Casaworkers are respongble for the collection and often the systems entry of AFCARS data.
Most of the required AFCARS data are collected routinely as part of ongoing foster care and
adoption case management. However, states reported that the collection and data entry of
some AFCARS information were often alow priority for caseworkers. Large caseloads force
casaworkers to focus on the immediate needs of children, such as removing children from
harmful environments, locating gppropriate care and needed services, attending court hearings,
or working to meet the needs of foster and adoptive families; the need to focus on providing
services limits the amount of time caseworkers spend on data gathering and data systems entry.

While we did not attempt to identify or quantify AFCARS reporting errors specificaly
attributable to caseworkers, 80 percent (41) of the program managers surveyed indicated that
caseworker workloads, turnover, and lack of training had an effect on the collection of
AFCARS data, and 73 percent (38) reported that caseworkers entered data in an untimely
manner. In addition, 61 percent (32) of the program managers surveyed indicated that the lack
of complete information from locd child wefare offices affected the reporting of AFCARS data
in their Sates.

System Limitations Affect Reporting

For states to meet AFCARS requirements, they must be able to convert datain their systems
into the format that ACF requires. However, in addition to the challenges that states facein
capturing and entering data, they have aso experienced difficulty matching their own State data
to the data dement formats required by AFCARS. Many of the reporting problems are aresult
of the transferring or “mapping” data from the state’ s system to ACF srequired format. For
example, the AFCARS data dement “Foster Family Structure” requires one state to transfer
information captured in the state system as “Aunt and Uncl€’ to “Married Couple” If
information is*mis-mapped,” erroneous data can result.

States that continue to capture foster care and adoption data using computer systems created
prior to the advent of AFCARS are a an added disadvantage because these systems are often
difficult or impossible to reprogram to conform to current data
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collection standards. 1n some ingtances, these antiquated systems lack the capacity to collect
key pieces of information, such as previous adoption and caretaker background information.

In an effort to assist sates with systems issues, ACF voluntarily initisted AFCARS data
sysemsreviewsin 1996. The ACF is conducting these reviews in addition to federaly-
mandated reviews (e.g., Children and Family Services Reviews, IV-E Foster Care Eligibility
Reviews) as resources become available. The ACF conducted 3 AFCARS data systems
reviewsin 2001, and had performed 11 at the time of this Sudy. Respondentsin states where
these reviews have been conducted indicated that they found the reviews beneficid. A “State
Guideto an AFCARS Assessment Review” was posted on the ACF website in April 2002.

States Reported That Key AFCARS Data Elements Are Not
Clearly and Consistently Defined, Resulting in Inconsistent
Reporting

Although ACF provides definitions of dl AFCARS data dements, 60 percent (31) of the Sate
respondents believed AFCARS data e ements are not clearly and consstently defined. Most
commonly, states noted problems with placement and date-of -discharge definitions. In
addition, 71 percent (37) of states reported that unique state child welfare program
characterigtics result in the reporting of AFCARS data that are incong stent among States.
However, ACF aggregates data from al statesin its annua report to Congress.  Furthermore,
AFCARS s one of the data sources used to cregte nationa standards against which ACF
evauates individud state performance.

States Expressed Concerns About Placement Definitions, Potentially Affecting
Performance Measures

Twenty-one of the 31 respondents who believed definitions are not clearly defined indicated
that placement definitions were problematic, making it the most commonly cited source of
confuson. The performance measure specificaly related to placements tracks the number of
children who are placed in two or fewer placement settings. At the time of our review, ACF
policy guidance regarding foster care placements stated “placement occurs after remova and is
the physica setting in which a child finds himsdf or hersdlf, that is, the resultant foster care
setting. A new placement setting results when the foster care setting changes, for example,
when a child moves from one foster family home to ancther or to a group home or ingtitution.”*

13 child Welfare Policy Manual, Section 1 AFCARS.

AFCARS: Challenges and Limitations 7 OEI-07-01-00660



Identical placements, like the example shown
in the text box to the right, were reported
differently by sates. For example, some
gtates would report the number of placement
settingsin the example asthree. Other dates
would report this as one foster home
placement and one trid home visit, or two
placement settings overal because the child
was returned to the same foster home. Other
gates would report only one placement setting
because they do not count trial home vidits as
placements.

Example of Common Placements
During a Child's Stay in Foster Care

Child is removed from their home and
» placed in afoster home,

* returned home for atrid home
vigt, and

* returned to the sasme foster home,

Although 45 CFR §1355, Appendix A
indicates thet trid home vidits should not be
counted as a placement, a the time of our review, guidance provided in ACF s Child Wdfare
Policy Manua did not specificaly exclude any of the three interpretations mentioned above, nor
did it support any one of the three interpretations over the others. Any variation in
interpretation makes evauating sates againgt asingle nationa standard — percentage of children
served with no more than two placements — problematic.

Dates of Discharge may Impact Performance Measures Related to Time-in-Care

The performance measure specificaly reated to time-in-care tracks the number of children who
have been reunited with their parents or caretakersin lessthan 12 months. At the time of our
review, the ACF policy guidance for date of discharge stated that the date should be recorded
as “The month, day and year the child was discharged from foster care” States defined end of
placement differently. State definitions included when the child returns home for atria home
vigt, afew days after atrid home vist begins, or when the sat€’ slegd respongbility ends -
which could be weeks after the child is returned home.

Similar to placement definitions above, any of the date interpretations fll within the guidance
ACF provided. According to one respondent, summearizing the concerns of many, the definition
associated with the date of discharge “is so critical to the Child and Family Service Reviews
nationa standard measures, and so far from common understanding and use, that it dominates
al of the ussful data that might otherwise be provided.”

States’ Reporting of Juvenile Justice Populations Potentially Affects Placement
Performance Measures

Forty-two percent (22) of the survey respondents included some or al of their juvenile justice
populationsin child welfare data reported through AFCARS. Policies regarding the movement
of juvenilejudtice children to increasingly less restrictive placements
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(e.g., moving achild from a detention facility to amenta hedth treetment facility and thento a
foster home) may result in an inflated number of placements for some states. Because these
“additiond” placements are often attempts to return a child to their own home or improve the
child’ s wel-being, they are not necessarily an indication of poor child welfare practice.

The ACF guidance regarding the incluson of children in juvenile justice facilities was not
definitive and contains subjective criteriafor determining whether or not these children should
beincluded in AFCARS reported data.’* For example, ACF guidance instructs states to
include in reported AFCARS data “ children in afoster care setting who are moved to ajuvenile
justice facility and who are expected to be returned to afoster care setting.” Asaresult,
state-reported data for this population is inconsistent and may skew states' performance related
to the number of foster care placements for these children. The ambiguity of ACF guidance
regarding the inclusion of children in juvenile judtice facilities in reported AFCARS data may
result in an inflated number of fogter care placements for some states, and the ingbility to
reliably compare states againgt national placement standards.

Technical Assistance Is Effective, but Difficult to Access

The ACF has developed technical assistance to address many of the difficulties associated with
AFCARS reporting. These efforts include, but are not limited to

» nationd data conferences where presentations and materials are offered to assst dates
with AFCARS reporting,

* AFCARS reviewsin which ACF gaff vidgt a state to perform an extensive review of its
data system to identify problems associated with AFCARS data collection and
reporting, and to verify the accuracy of datain the system,

» Children’s Bureau headquarters staff providing extensive telephone and eectronic mail
support to states,

» Children’s Bureau headquarters staff providing on-site and tel ephone support to states
through the Nationa Resource Center on Information Technology in Child Welfare,
and

. technical bulletins™ and program policy™® related to AFCARS available on the Internet.

14 child welfare Policy Manual, Section 1 AFCARS.
= http://www.acf.dhhs.gov/programs/cb/dis/af cars/tbs.html

16 child Welfare Policy Manual, http:/Avww.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb/laws/cwpm/index.jsp.
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The number of states out of compliance with AFCARS reporting decreased from 25 in 1998 to
13in 2001, and states reported that technical assistance proved vauable in facilitating states
reporting of AFCARS data. States rated this assistance highly. However, states aso report
that some assstance is difficult to access. State program managers indicated travel restrictions
and budget condtraints often prevented them from attending conferences and meetings where
technica assstance was offered. For example, only haf of the states attended the User’s
Group meetingsin May and November of 2001. For each meeting, haf of those that did not
attend noted they were unable to attend due to budget constraints or state travel restrictions.

Respondents aso noted that, although ACF headquarters staff were very helpful, they

were sometimes difficult to reach. They indicated that ACF dtaff were especidly difficult to
reach immediately prior to AFCARS reporting period deadlines when many States are
smultaneoudy requesting assstance from alimited number of ACF headquarters staff.
Respondents aso reveded that it was difficult or impossible to access updated and current
AFCARS information. They beieved more current policy and regulatory informetion available
on the Internet would serve as an important reference source for state foster care, adoption,
and systems gaff. Specific suggestions for improvement offered by states included adding more
detailed and user-friendly descriptions of foster care and adoption data eements to the ACF
AFCARS webdte, notifying relevant state staff when new technical bulletins are posted on the
Internet and when policy changes occur, and posting more helpful “frequently asked questions’
to the website than those currently available.

Mandated Penalties Were an Incentive to Report AFCARS
Data, but Were Not Commensurate with Non-compliance

Section 479 of the Socia Security Act states that ACF shall “ utilize appropriate requirements
and incentives to ensure that the [child welfare reporting] system functions reliably throughout
the United States.” The Department issued regulations stating that “ pendties shdl be invoked”
for “falure by a state to meet any of the [AFCARS] standards described” and that such failure
is“conddered a substantid failure to meet the requirements of the Title IV-E [Fogter Care
Program].”*” However, the Department rendered a decision to withdraw the pendties
associated with failure to comply with AFCARS reporting requirements on January 27, 2002.
Therefore, no pendty for falure to comply with AFCARS reporting requirements currently
exists® It istoo early to tell whether remova of pendties will impact the timeliness and
completeness of state data submissions, or whether stateswill choose to report at al.

When asked if they believed the pendlties served as an incentive for accurate AFCARS
reporting, 85 percent (44) of the respondents said “yes.” However, only 15 percent (8) of

17" 45 CFR § 1355.40(¢).

18 ACYF-CB-IM-02-03, dated April 8, 2002.
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the respondents believed the pendlties, as defined, were commensurate with non-compliance.
Respondents were troubled by the *al-or-nothing” nature of pendties and argued that there
was no incentive to improve reporting when the pendty for failure to report on asingle required
data element was the same as that for faillure to report at al. They noted that a state reporting
no AFCARS data would receive the same pendty as a state that made a concerted effort to
improve data quality, but failed to meet just one AFCARS compliance standard.
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CONCLUSION AND

RECOMMENDATIONS

Annud reports are not issued timely and data reported are incomplete and inconsstent.  The
delayed publication of exising AFCARS data does not reflect recent changesin child welfare
populations, and incongstencies raise questions about its usefulness in developing nationd
standards or measuring states againgt those standards. Technical assistance designed to
address the difficulties associated with the collection and reporting of AFCARS information,
while highly rated, is difficult to access. Furthermore, the pendties states reported were an
incentive for accurate reporting have been withdrawn.

While gates are responsible for the collection of information reported through AFCARS, the
ACF isresponsble for administering the Title IV-E Foster Care Program, overseeing state
AFCARS reporting, and publishing reported AFCARS data. As such, we make the following
recommendations to ACF to enhance the usefulness of AFCARS data for program
management purposes, and to make nationd child welfare outcome measures more reliable.

ACF Should Work to Make AFCARS Data More Useful

To dleviate problems associated with timeiness, comparability, and other factors which limit
AFCARS data usefulness, we recommend that the ACF

* make up-to-date child welfare statisticsin AFCARS available to program officids and
other decision-makers by publishing annud reports within congressionaly-mandated
time frames and posting current information on the Internet,

* issue more precise definitions for data éements currently interpreted differently by
dates (i.e., data definitions regarding placements and dates of discharge from foster
care), and

* issueadefinitive policy statement to address the incongstencies in sate AFCARS
reporting of juvenile justice populations.

ACF Should Increase the Accessibility of Technical
Assistance Resources

Because technica assistance has helped to improve the quality of AFCARS data, but has
been difficult to access, the ACF should strive to increase access to and the impact of
available assstance by
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» deveoping regiona data conferences to provide the information currently presented
only at nationa conferences to date staff and ACF regiond office staff unable to attend
conferences held outside their respective states or regions,

» utilizing and training regiond office staff to provide increased support to states,
especidly immediatdly prior to reporting deadlines,

»  posting more current and comprehensve AFCARS information on the ACF website,
and

» exploring ways to expedite discretionary AFCARS reviews (e.g., perhaps combine
AFCARS data system reviews with other federally-mandated reviews) to help states
resolve difficulties associated with data reporting.

ACF Should Develop Incentives to Help Ensure State
Compliance With AFCARS Regulations

Consdering the importance of accurate foster care and adoption information, ACF needsto
have methods to help ensure that States are motivated to accurately and consistently report
AFCARS information. The ACF should

» document past compliance with AFCARS requirements for al satesto establish a
basdine,

» monitor future AFCARS reporting, and

» deveop incentives or new pendties, commensurate with varying levels of compliance,
to encourage accurate and timely reporting of AFCARS data.

Agency Comments

The ACF supports our recommendations and indicates that it is assessing interna agency
processes for andyzing data and meeting required reporting time frames. The ACF referenced
recently issued policy guidance regarding trial home vists and indicated that it will consider
issuing darifying guidance to dleviate incongstent reporting of foster children induded in
juvenile justice populations. The ACF aso stated that it will support ACF regional meetings
focused on datarrel ated issues, provide training to and utilize regiond office saff in providing
technical support to states, and explore ways to expedite AFCARS assessment reviews. The
ACF will monitor and document compliance with AFCARS standards and seek waysto
encourage timely and accurate reporting of AFCARS data. The full text of the comments
provided by ACF are contained in Appendix C of the report.
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APPENDIX A

History of Foster Care
and
Early Data Collection Efforts

Federa foster care funds were first made available in 1961 to provide maintenance payments
for children removed from Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) digible families, in
accordance with federd requirements. The federd role in foster care and adoption assistance
was expanded with implementation of the Adoption Assistance and Child Welfare Act of 1980
(Public Law 96-272). This Act amended child welfare service lawsto inditute financia
incentives for states to provide certain protections for children in foster care under Section 427
of the Socid Security Act (Title 1V-B) and established the IV-E Foster Care Program. The
AFDC foster care component was transferred to the new Title IV-E foster care program in
October 1982. In addition to maintenance payments to foster care providers, states can use
federa funds for permanent adoption placements and trangitiona independent living expenses
for fogter children.

Through the 1970s and 1980s, the Children’s Bureau within the Adminigtration for Children
and Families (ACF) and its predecessor agency collected data on foster care and adoption

from states on an annua and voluntary bass. However, in the absence of federd reporting

requirements, the reliability and congstency of the data were questionable and of concern to
those tasked with policy development and administration of the IVV-E foster care program.

The Adoption Assistance and Child Welfare Act of 1980 amended the Socid Security Act to
require federd foster care and adoption reporting. Section 476 of the Socia Security Act
dates that “ Each state shall submit statistical reports as the Secretary may require with respect
to children for whom payments are made including information about the legd status,
demographic characteritics, location, and length of stay of any child in foster care” This
reporting requirement appliesto al children in foster care under the responsibility of the State
Title IV-E foster care agency.

The Voluntary Cooper ative | nformation System (VCIS)

In response to the 1980 legidation, the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS)
contracted with the American Public Welfare Association (n.k.a the American Public Hedlth
Services Association (APHSA)) to implement the Voluntary Cooperative Information System
(VCIS). Through this system, APHSA collected annud aggregate information from state child
welfare agencies about the children in foster care and children awaiting adoption. However,
date definitions for data reporting e ements, definitions of various child welfare services, and
methodol ogies used to collect information differed among the reporting states. The data
reported through V CIS was of limited assstance in developing child welfare policies and

program planning.
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Congress amended Title IV-E of the Socid Security Act, based on the need for more
consstent and useful adoption and fogter care information. Amendments to Section 479 of the
Act established an advisory committee to devel op an adoption and foster care data collection
sysem. Thislegidation reflected congressond interest in establishing a system for the
collection of adoption and foster care data. The advisory committee was charged with

* identifying the types of information necessary to assess the characteristics of children in
foster care, the nationwide status of adoption and foster care, and the validity of data
collection methods for reporting adoption and foster care information,

» developing appropriate national adoption and foster care policies, and
« evduating the financid and adminigrative impact of various data collection methods.

In its 1987 report to the Secretary of HHS, the advisory committee indicated that sufficient
adoption and foster care data were not available and that al states were not providing
information viathe VCIS. They a0 reported those states submitting VCIS data were using
different reporting periods, data definitions, and methodologies. As such, the advisory
committee recommended that the V CIS be phased out and a new mandatory data collection
system be crested. The advisory committee also recommended that states report required
adoption and fogter care information to HHS on a quarterly basis and that the new data
collection system capture

» adoption data on all legalized adoptions,

» fodter careinformation about al children under the care and respongbility of the date
child welfare systemsirrespective of who is funding the care, and

« demographic information on al foster care children, including sex, birth dete, race,
ethnicity, previous stays in foster care, service godss, availability for adoption, duration
of care, funding sources, and outcomes.

Adoption and Foster Care Analysisand Reporting System (AFCARYS)

In response to the advisory committee's report, on January 21, 1994, the HHS published a
find rulein the Federal Register implementing the AFCARS. These regulations required states
to collect and report specific information about al children in foster care for whom the state has
responsbility for placement, care, or supervison. Information about each child under state
jurisdiction, who had been adopted under the auspices of a state agency, isaso required. The
first AFCARS data were to be submitted to ACF by May 15, 1995, and semi-annualy
theresfter.
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APPENDIX B

Statewide Automated Child Welfare
Information Systems

In recognition of the critica need for effective statewide automated capability to support
TitleIV-E and Title IV-B programsin a comprehensive fashion, section 13713 of

Public Law 103-66 amended the funding provisions under section 474 of the Socia Security
Act to provide matching federa financid participation (FFP) funding to asss satesin the
planning, design, development, and indalation of Statewide Automated Child Wefare
Information Systems (SACWIS).

States were to design these systems as comprehensive case management systems that would
aso collect the required adoption and foster care information for AFCARS reporting. States
were authorized 75 percent FFP for SACWIS activities for fiscal years 1994 through 1996.
Congress extended the enhanced funding through 1997, and the federa percentage was
reduced to 50 percent thereafter. In addition, states are digible for 50 percent FFP for the
operation of the SACWIS systems.

As of November 15, 2002, 4 states had completed all aspects of their SACWIS, 24 dates
were operationd (including the Didtrict of Columbia), 10 were partialy operationd, 3 werein
the process of implementing their systems, and 6 states remained in the planning phase. Four
states chose not to apply for SACWIS funds.
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APPENDIX C

A

{ _ ﬁ DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH & HUMAN SERVICES
]

S

. ADMIHISTRATICH FOR CHILDHEH AHD FA)
. Ctlige of 1he Asalgant Searstary, Sulte 600
70 L'EnfanL Fromenady, 5.W.
Washington, 0.C. 20447

DEC 1§ A2
TO: Janet Rehnquist - N
Tnapector Genaral :
FROM: Asgiztant Secretory
for Children sand Pamilies

SUBJECT: Comments ou the OIG Diail Repunt "Adoprion and Foster Care Analysis and
Reporting Syatem (AFCARS): Challenges and Litnitations,™ OEL-07-01 00660

Attached are the Admimistration for Children and Familiea' comments ¢t the above-refersnced
OIG Draft Roport, "Adoption and Fuosler Care Analysis and Eeporting System (AFCARS):
Challengea and Limitetions,” OEL-07-01-00680, -

If you have any questions regarding sut comments, please cotllact Susan Orr an (202) 205-8618.

Gl 7 e

"Wads F, Horn, Ph.L.

Atmchoent
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COMMENTS OF THE ADMINISTRATION FOR CHI DREN AND FAMILIES ON
FINSPECTOR GENERAL' REFORT, "ADOPTION AN R

CARE ANAT VSIS AND REPORTING SYSTEM (AFCARS): CHATTENGES AND

LIMITATIONS." {QOREI-07-H - ¥

The Administration for Children and Familics {ACF) appreciates the opporlunity to-review and
comment on the above-captioned report. This Office of Inspector General's {OIG) report will he
of help to ACF s we continue our offorts to work with States to improve the quality of the
Adoption and Foster Care Anglysis and Reporting Svatetn {AFCARS) data.

ACFRESPONSE TO OIG RECOMMENDATIONS
QI Recommendation:
ACE Shonld Work to Make AFCARS Pata More Useful

To elleviate problems associated with limeliness, comparability, and other factors which Gionit
AFCARS data uaefulness, we recommend that the ACF:

s make up-to-date child welfare statistics in AFCARS available to program officials and other
decision-makers hy publishing annual reports within Congressionally-mandsted tims frames
and poesting enrrent information on the Intemet, issue precise Qefinitions for data elements to
prevent States fram interpreting thern differently, and issue a definitive palicy statement to
address inconsistencies in State AFCARS reporting of juvenile justics populstions,

» issue wore precise definilions for data elerrents currently interprated differently by States
{i.c., data definitions regarding placements znd daﬁes of discharze hom Loster care), and

*  issue a dofinitive policy statement to address the mmn.nstenmes in State ﬁFCﬁRS reporting
of juvenile justice populations.

Agtmey Comment:

ACF supports the reconnnendation that we provide Congress the Annual Report (formally calted
the Child Welfare Qutcomes Reports, and commonly referred to as "Owtcomes Reports") within
Congressionally-mandsied time frames. States are required to submit data to ACF twice a year,
for the report poriods of October through March, and Apri! theough September. ACF recognizes
that the six-menth AFCARS reporting process was not efiginally insended to produce annmal
data. Inorder to create an annual unduplicated dataset from the ARCARS submissions, both six-
month perieds for & Federal fizcal vear (FFY) and the first report period of the subssquent FFY
are pecded to obtain complete removal episode and placement information,

Since the Cutcome Report is due to Congress befors ACF receives all of the needed data, ACF
will consider submiiting a legislative proposal fo Congress to change the date that the report is
dus. In addition, the Children's Butesu is modifying the National Chitd Abuse and Neglect Dats
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System (NCANDE) reporting ¢ycle. The NCANDS dota are also used (o create the Outcomes
Report, The NCANDS iz a voluntary reporting aystem, The data are submitted armualiy for a
calendar year-and are submoitted six months after the end of the calendar year. The Children's
Bureau will be changing the WCANDS data reporting to a FFY cvcle. States have indicated that
they will need o year to prepare for this changeover, 0 this change will be implewentsd during
2003. This should improve the timeliness of the Outgomes Report preparation.

The Children's Burean will asgess its internal process for analyzing the data, which includes
zending it to the States far comment, it ander %o submit the Outcomes Report more timely.

The recommendation that ACT issue more precise definitions was addressed through recent
clarification of policy guidance in the Child Welfare Poligy Menual (CYWEM) on Tuly 5, 2002,
This clarification dealt with what should be included in the calenlation of the number of
placements znd whether a child on a “trial home visit™ or on "mnaway” stams should be included
in the count of plucetaenits, The Childien’s Burean will consider the recommendation fo isaue
clorifying gnidaace to the effect that sl children vnder the placement and care of the State
agency, directly or throagh an inter-apency agreement, must be rsported to AFCARS fo adidress
incongistant reporting of juvenile justice children.

QI Becommendation:

ACF Shonld Increase the Avcessibility of Technleal Assistance Resgurces

Because technival assistance has helped improve the quality of AFCARS data, but has becn
difficult to aceess, the ACF ahould sinive to increase aceess 1o and the impact of availsble
assistance by,

+ developing regional data conferences to provide the information curcently presented only at
national conferenges to Stals staff and ACF regionel offica staff unabls to attend conferences
held ountside their respective States or regions,

s utilizing and iraining regional office stafT to provide incroased support to States, especially
immediately prior 0 reporting deadliness,

s posting mare current and comprehensive AFCARS information on the ACF weh page, and

» cxploting ways to expedite discretionary AFCARS reviews (e.g., perhaps combing AFCARS.
date system reviews with other Federally-mandated teviews) to help Statss resolve
difficulties aasocinted with data reporting.

Ageney Comment:

The recommendation that ACF inerease the aceessibility of technical assistance resources
supports the activities of the Chitdren's Burean to collaborate with the Nations] Resonrce Centers
(NRCs), specifically the National Resource Center for Information Technology in Child Welfare
(MRC-ITCW). The Children®s Bureau increased funding to the NRCs for FY 2003, The NRC-
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[TCW provides substantial technical assistance to States in data-relafed matters {programming,
input, interpretation, analysis, and reporting) for AFCARS and NCANDS data. The increased
funding will improve their ability to provide this assistance,

ACF will continne to support ACF Reglonal meetings, Additionally, we will advisa the NRC-
[TCW to hold more regional meelings on date related issues, We ate, however, concemed that
States wrill tiot I:n: thle to attend these meetings due (o travel restrictions. We are hopeful that,
siniilar to the S Naﬁcmal Data Conference, wa will have gocd atbendunce at the 2003
conference. For the 5™ National Data Conference, held in April 2002, we had rapresentation
from 46 States, the District of Columbia, 10 cowrt jurisdictions, and three Tribes. Attendance
exceeded, by four, the number of Statss that wetc represented al the 4 National Data
Conference. In fact, twice as many States attended the 2002 conference than was indicated in the
OIG survery,

Additionally, we will continue to make decoments from the data conferences available to those
that cannof attend, We will have the NRC-ITCW post thase documents reseived from presenters
in electronic format on the NRC-FTCY web page.

ACF recognizes tho assistance that the Regional Offiee staff can provide States on AFCARS
related isaues. ACF will continue its training activities for fhe Regional Offices and explore
additional measures to train and utilize the staff. ACF vAll have the Regional Office staff
encowrage States nat to wait until the last few days of » trananasion period (o submit the
AFCAES data, Thds should improve access to ACF porsonnel, However, it should be noted that
the Regional Office staff cannot provide assistanee ¢o States on transmission matters that.may
oeeur at reporting deadlines.  When these problems occur, they are generafly of a technical
natura and the staff of the Offce of Information Systems (OIS) in Central Office must address
these issnes. Whilo OIS staff makes it & poirtt to be avaifable during (he transmission period,
they understandshly eannot manage an excessive number of last iinute calls for assistance.

The Children’s Bureau will review all availabla AFCARS documentation to ensura that it is
posted on its web page. [n order to ensure that appropriate State staff are notified of new
issuances, the Children’s Burean will utibze all avenues evailable o dissemingte the information,
The Children’s Bureau Bxpress way be a means 1o dizsseminate information on new poficy
guidance. Recently, the NRC-ITCW added a feature to its web page that allows anyone fo sign
up for new postings. The NRC-ITCW always includes notices of any new information issued by
the Children's Buraan. This shonld prave to be an effisiant means of notifying State staff of new
L5SSUANCES,

The Children’s Buresu wiil continue to explare ways to expedite {ts AFCARS assessment
reviews to [he extent practicable and as resources allow,
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QIG Recommendation:
ACF Should Develop Incentives to Help Ensure State Compliance With AFCARS
Regulations .

Considering the imporiance of acourate foster care and adoption information, ACF needs to have
methods to help ensure that States are motivated to accurately and consistently report AFCARS
information. The ACF should:

* document past compliance with AFCARS requirements for all States to establish a basaline,
+ monitor future AFCARS reporting, and o o

* develop incentives or now penelties, commensurate with varying levels of compliance, to
encourage accurate and timsly reporting of AFCARS data.

Agency Comment:

The ACF supports the recommendation to document past compliance with the AFCARS
standards and to continue monitoring current and future compliance. It has consistently done o
since the implementation of AFCARS, and hes continued to do so since the withdrawal of the
penalfies.

ACF will continue to seek ways to encourage accurate and timely reporting of AFCARS data by
the States, including incentives and penalties, as the situation warrants. :
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