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NORTH CAROLINA’S MULTIPLE RESPONSE SYSTEM

The Multiple Response System is an effort to reform the entire continuum of child welfare in North Carolina, from intake through placement services.  MRS is being piloted in ten North Carolina county departments of social services: Alamance, Bladen, Buncombe, Caldwell, Craven, Franklin, Guilford, Nash, Mecklenburg, and Transylvania.  It is hoped that MRS will be expanded to the other 90 North Carolina county departments of social services in 2005.  The reform is based upon the application of family centered principles of partnership through seven strategic components of MRS.  The following chart illustrates how family centered practice is applied through MRS seven components ; and, the intended impact of each on families and social work practice.  

MULTIPLE RESPONSE IS CHILD WELFARE REFORM…

Through the application of family centered principles of partnership… (Everyone desires respect - Everyone needs to be heard - Everyone has strengths - Judgments can wait - Partners share power - Partnership is a process)

…throughout implementation of MRS’s seven strategic components…
…demonstrated by:

Strengths based structured intake
Respectfully allowing reporters to be heard, supported, and encouraged while improving the quality and consistency of information gathered through highly structured intake procedures that focus on family strengths in an effort to ensure the safety of children 

Choice of two approaches to reports of child abuse, neglect, or dependency
Protecting the safety of children in the most severe cases by not treating all reports in the same way, and missing some clear need for immediate action. Engaging some families in services that could enable them to better parent their children. Not overlooking vital information about the strengths of the family, the supports they have, and their motivation to change. Better serving many of the families reported to CPS in ways that focus more on helping rather than “punishing” them.

Coordination between law enforcement agencies and child protective services for the investigative assessment approach
Achieving joint efforts in interviewing and ensuring safety of families and children. Ensuring an effective working relationship. As a result, perpetrators will be held accountable for harming children; the number of interviews children experience will be reduced, preventing / reducing retraumatization; and, the evidence process for criminal prosecution will be enhanced.

Redesign of in home family services
Providing the most intensive services and contacts to families with the greatest needs, while those with fewer needs receive less intensive services/contacts. Delivering services within the context of the family’s own community and culture. Social workers better identifying risks in their work with families. Social workers offering the most intensive services to families with the greatest need. Having the option of receiving supportive/voluntary services available for families where there is a low risk of harm. Engaging families in the planning process, and producing better outcomes of safety, permanence, and well-being for children. 

Child and Family Teams during the provision of in home services
Improving the decision-making process. Encouraging the support and buy-in of the family, extended family, and the community in the planning and assessment process. Developing specific, individualized, and appropriate interventions for children and families. Recognizing the birth family as an expert.

Shared Parenting meetings during the first 7 days of placement out of the home
Keeping the family of origin actively involved in their role as parents of their child. Cultivating a nurturing relationship between the birth parents and the foster parents. Foster parents becoming mentors for the birth family regarding appropriate parenting.

Collaboration between TANF and Child Welfare
Reducing the number of times family members need to repeat the same information. Involving Work First as a preventative effort, and reducing the number of children needing CPS and placement services. Preventing recidivism by providing on-going services through Work First.

The breadth and anticipated impact of North Carolina’s Multiple Response System distinguish it as unique among all other states’ dual track / alternative response models.  North Carolina’s Multiple Response System is the nation’s sole model of service provision specifically designed to result in profound systemic reformation through an integration of seven key strategies.  The seven strategies of North Carolina’s Multiple Response System constitute the basis for its reformation of children’s services.  North Carolina’s seven strategies for system reform are:

· A strengths-based, structured intake process.  The creation of objective, structured intake tools that clearly identify factors establishing consistent screening criteria for the identification of new child abuse, neglect, and dependency reports. Emphasis is placed on family strengths as well as needs.  The structured intake tools include the Structured Intake Report Form, Maltreatment Screening Tools, and Response Priority Decision Tree.
· A choice of two approaches to reports of child abuse, neglect, or dependency.  A system that allows a differential response to child neglect and dependency reports, and a partnership in child protection among county departments, families, other agencies, and local communities to address every aspect of child maltreatment and the family.  The availability of two approaches recognizes the variation in the nature of reports and that one approach does not meet the needs of every family.
· Coordination between law enforcement agencies and child protective services for the investigative assessment approach.  County Departments of Social Services work closely with law enforcement agencies through formalized mutually supportive relationships, especially when responding to reports of child maltreatment using the investigative assessment approach.  This ensures that those who cause harm to children are identified and held responsible for their abusive actions through criminal prosecution.

· A redesign of in-home services.  These are services provided due to concerns for safety and the future risk of harm to children.  Families with the greatest needs are provided with the most intensive services and contacts, while families with fewer needs are provided with less intensive services/contacts.   This continuum of services of working with families, allows social workers to better address risk, support the family and engage them in the process to promote planning and achieve positive change.  In using this methodology, the three core outcomes of safety, permanence and well-being will be addressed within families being served through child protective services.

· Implementation of Child and Family Team (CFT) meetings during the provision of in-home services.  County Departments of Social Services use Child and Family Team meetings with families involved with child protective services. These meetings are a family-centered means of maximizing family input and decision making with support from the Department of Social Services, other community resources, and the family’s own network of support.  Agencies may use any commonly accepted Child and Family Team meeting model (Family Group Conferencing and Family Team Decision-Making are two of the best known) or devise their own.

· Implementation of Shared-Parenting meetings in child placement cases.  County Departments of Social Services use shared parenting meetings with families who have had their children placed in foster care.  Shared-Parenting meetings are a time for the social worker, birth parents and foster parents to meet and discuss the care of the child when out-of-home placement is necessary. These meetings occur within one week of a child’s being placed in foster care.

· Collaboration between the Work First Family Assistance and child welfare programs.  Work First Family Assistance is a program that provides families with financial, employment, and community services to help them become self-sufficient. Examples of Work First-related services and benefits include childcare, employment counseling, and transportation. Many families involved with the Work First program are also involved with child welfare cases. Under the Multiple Response System, child welfare and Work First programs in county departments of social services collaborate closely to serve children and families.
The objective of the evaluation is to assess the overall effectiveness and efficiency, along with staff and community perceptions of the Multiple Response System as field-tested by ten county Departments of Social Services (DSS) and the North Carolina Division of Social Services.  The evaluation addresses the following issues:

· Child safety.

· Timeliness of response.

· Timeliness of service.

· Coordination of local human services

· Cost-effectiveness.
· Any other related issues.

Information necessary to conduct the evaluation is being collected through state and county reports, surveys of reporters, families, and social workers; and, case reviews.  The evaluation is ongoing and not yet complete enough to present findings on the long term effects of MRS in North Carolina. The findings from other states is encouraging and North Carolina believes the same will be evidenced here.  One such example is Missouri.

Missouri found the safety of children was not compromised; in fact, safety was improved in some circumstances.

· Hotline reports declined

· Reported incidents in which some action was taken increased

· Children were made safe sooner

· Recidivism decreased

· Rates of removal of children from their homes did not change

· Children spent less time in placement

· Needed services were delivered more quickly

· Community resources were better utilized

· Families were more satisfied and felt more involved in decision making

· Workers and community representatives preferred the family assessment approach.

The implementation of MRS in North Carolina will provide for county agencies to fulfill the mandate to provide child protective services in such a manner that children are made safer sooner, recidivism of abuse and neglect is decreased overall, needed services are delivered more quickly, community resources are more fully utilized, families are more cooperative with agencies, families are more satisfies and feel more involved in decision-making; and, community representatives prefer the multiple response system of service provision.










