
 
PROMOTING CONTINUOUS QUALITY IMPROVEMENT THROUGH “COLLECTIVE IMPACT” 

The Child Welfare Court Improvement Project (CWCIP) is a federally funded initiativei of the New York State Unified Court 
System.  The mission of the CWCIP is to support the Family Court’s mandate to promote the safety, permanence and well being 
of children who are the subject of abuse, neglect, foster care, termination of parental rights and adoption proceedings. 

Currently the CWCIP, in collaboration with the state executive branch Office of Children and Family Services, is developing a 
data-driven, continuous quality improvement (CQI) process focused on improving practice at the intersection of the legal/judicial 
and child welfare systems in New York City and the 16 largest jurisdictions outside the city.  Our approach is based on the 
premise that courts can't make significant progress in improving the legal/judicial processing of child welfare matters solely 
thorough unilateral action.  Nor can child welfare agencies achieve all their objectives unless legal/judicial processes improve.  
Instead, efforts to improve practice at the intersection of these complex, interdependent systems are most effective when we 
strive to marshal the commitment of all the important actors to a common agenda. 

 

This approach to systems change is described in an article entitled “Collective Impact,” which appeared in a recent edition of the 
Stanford Social Innovation Review.ii  In their article, authors John Kania and Mark Kramer describe five conditions that are 
typically the hallmarks of successful collective impact initiatives: a common agenda, shared measurement systems, mutually 
reinforcing activities, continuous communication, and a backbone support organization.  The authors argue that when these 
conditions exist they together have the potential to produce true alignment and lead to powerful results.  The definition of each 
condition (excerpted from “Collective Impact”) and our efforts to nurture the conditions is discussed below: 

1) Common Agenda 

Collective impact requires all participants to have a shared vision for change, one that includes a common understanding of the 
problem and a joint approach to solving it through agreed upon actions. 

The state's Family Court Leadership and the leadership of the Office of Children and Family Services has articulated the 
following statewide goals: 
 

• Increase the proportion of children who are maintained safely in their homes 
• Increase the proportion of children who reach appropriate permanency within ASFA timeframes 
• Decrease the proportion of children who re-enter out-of-home care or experience repeat maltreatment 

 
Local collaborative groups are encouraged to develop and implement evidence-based strategies and promising practices aligned 
with these goals.  Having local groups develop specific strategies that are responsive to local needs helps ensure broad consensus 
and a truly “shared vision” regarding direction and proposed action steps. 
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2) Shared Measurement Systems 

Developing a shared measurement system is essential to collective impact.  Agreement on a common agenda is illusory without 
agreement on the ways success will be measured and reported. Collecting data and measuring results consistently on a short 
list of indicators not only ensures that all efforts remain aligned; it also enables the participants to hold each other accountable 
and learn from each other’s successes and failures. 

The interdisciplinary CQI initiative is supported with regular data reports provided to each of the 21 counties participating in our 
Enhanced Child Welfare Practices Initiative.  These reports are based on the Child Welfare Court Data Metrics and the Foster 
Care Data Packets promulgated by OCFS.  Each county will develop measurable outcomes that align with the aforementioned 
statewide goals.  The data reports (as well as local sources of data and information) enable monitoring of progress towards 
achieving those outcomes. 

3) Mutually Reinforcing Activities 

Collective impact initiatives depend on a diverse group of stakeholders working together, not by requiring that all participants do 
the same thing, but by encouraging each participant to undertake the specific set of activities at which it excels in a way that 
supports and is coordinated with the actions of others. 

Practice improvements are designed and implemented by interdisciplinary stakeholder groups in each county.  Improvement 
strategies and activities include both joint initiatives as well as intra-organizational practice improvements that have the potential 
to impact mutually-defined outcomes. 

4) Continuous Communication 

Developing trust among nonprofits and government agencies is a monumental challenge.  Participants need several years of 
regular meetings to build up enough experience with each other to recognize and appreciate the common motivation behind 
their different efforts. They need time to see that their own interests will be treated fairly, and that decisions will be made on the 
basis of objective evidence and the best possible solution to the problem, not to favor the priorities of one organization over 
another. 

Local interdisciplinary child welfare stakeholder groups have been meeting regularly for years.  At a minimum the groups include 
representation from the bench and bar, local child welfare agencies, foster care agencies and service providers.  In some instances, 
health care and educational system actors are also included.  Layering a data-driven CQI process onto the work that is already 
underway provides additional impetus to that work, but also requires a renewed commitment to ongoing communication. 

5) Backbone Support Organization 

Creating and managing collective impact requires a separate organization and staff with a very specific set of skills to serve as 
the backbone for the entire initiative. Coordination takes time, and typically none of the participating organizations has any to 
spare.  The expectation that collaboration can occur without a supporting infrastructure is one of the most frequent reasons why 
it fails. 

The work of the CWCIP is implemented by a centrally administered team operating in offices around the state.  Staff members are 
co-located in key family courts to support implementation at the local level.  Staff is specifically charged with supporting system 
change efforts.  They provide logistical support for collaborative work, organize training programs, and support the consumption 
of data and information.  These staff, in partnership with our colleagues in the Office of Children and Family Services and with 
technical assistance from the National Resource Center on Organizational Improvement, Casey Family Programs, Chapin Hall 
and the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges form the necessary backbone support organization to sustain our 
CQI effort. 

For further information on the work of the CWCIP please visit our web site: nycourts.gov/ip/cwcip 

                                                 
i Funding for the Child Welfare Court Improvement Project is provided by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
Administration for Children and Families, Children’s Bureau. 
 
ii “Collective Impact”, John Kania & Mark Kramer, Stanford Social Innovation Review, Winter 2011. 
http://www.ssireview.org/pdf/2011_WI_Feature_Kania.pdf 


