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Dear Mr. Johnson: 
 

Pursuant to the State Comptroller’s authority as set forth in Article V, Section 1 of the State 
Constitution and Article II, Section 8 of the State Finance Law, we audited the Office of Children 
and Family Services’ (OCFS) implementation of CONNECTIONS, an automated statewide system 
to track the delivery of child welfare services in New York State, for the period January 1, 2003 
through October 31, 2005.   
 
A. Background
 

In 1986, a Federal law required each state to coordinate the management of its child welfare 
programs by creating a single system that met Federal Statewide Automated Child Welfare 
Information System (SACWIS) requirements.  In 1993, the Federal government promised to provide 
significant funding for such systems.  In 1995, the Department of Social Services (OCFS’ 
predecessor agency), the agency responsible for New York State’s child welfare programs, began 
developing CONNECTIONS to comply with Federal requirements.  CONNECTIONS was to be a 
single, comprehensive integrated system that provided for more efficient and effective 
administration of child welfare programs and Federal reporting. CONNECTIONS would track the 
status of the thousands of children receiving child welfare services statewide, and connect OCFS 
with the parties that coordinate and deliver services: OCFS regional offices; 58 local social services 
districts; more than 350 voluntary agencies that provide child welfare services; and the Statewide 
Central Register of Child Abuse and Maltreatment (SCR). SCR operates a toll-free 800 number 
(hotline) for reporting suspected child abuse and maintains a database of persons found culpable of 
child abuse. 
 

In May 1996, Accenture LLP was awarded a contract to design, develop, install and maintain 
the various software programs needed to operate CONNECTIONS statewide.  The contract, valued 
at $37.5 million, provided for developing the components of CONNECTIONS’ software in five 
releases, which would be rolled out sequentially.  Accenture’s involvement with CONNECTIONS 
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ended with the roll-out of Releases 1 - 3. OCFS then took over the implementation of 
CONNECTIONS and enhanced the system’s functionality.  (In the process of completing Releases 1 
- 3, OCFS began using the term “build” rather than release to describe system enhancements.)  With 
the implementation of Build 15 in May 2002, OCFS officials determined that CONNECTIONS had 
reached a “steady state.” OCFS defined “steady state” as having the ability to perform critical child 
welfare tasks, but not all the tasks required for eventual compliance with Federal guidelines.  For 
example, as of May 2002, OCFS could use CONNECTIONS to do a variety of administrative 
functions (such as communicate by e-mail) and key service functions (such as case intake). 
 

OCFS utilized its own staff to complete Builds 16 - 18.  Build 16 (December 2003) provided 
new technology for improving the management of Child Protective Services cases; Build 17 (March 
2004) expanded system access methods and improved system security; Build 18 (implemented 
throughout 2005) added intake management and case management capabilities, as well as certain 
reporting functions.  OCFS is currently working on the implementation of Build 19, due by 2006, 
which will provide CONNECTIONS with financial management features and additional reporting 
features.  When Build 19 is complete, OCFS officials anticipate that CONNECTIONS will be fully 
compliant with SACWIS. 
 

The CONNECTIONS project has been audited by the State Comptroller, examined by the 
Governor and the State Legislature, and studied by technology consultants.  In their reports, these 
entities found that inadequate planning, ineffective design and poor communication with users had 
produced a high-cost, incomplete system that did not meet the needs of the OCFS users who 
coordinate the State’s child welfare services.  Our audit (Report 97-S-68, issued November 17, 
1998) stated that OCFS needed to correct weaknesses in the procedures it used to plan, design, 
develop and implement the system if CONNECTIONS was to function properly.  Another of our 
audits (Report 2001-R-8, issued September 18, 2003) found OCFS, through its contract with 
MAXIMUS, had provided a comprehensive process for monitoring, managing and controlling the 
direction of Build 15 work.  However, since OCFS users were still adapting to Build 15 changes at 
that time, we were unable to determine whether CONNECTIONS was operating effectively.  The 
purpose of this audit is to conclude whether CONNECTIONS has, in fact, achieved “steady state” 
status with the completion of Build 15.  
 
B. Audit Scope, Objectives and Methodology 
 

For the period January 1, 2003 through October 31, 2005, our audit addressed OCFS’s 
implementation of CONNECTIONS through Build 15.  The objectives of this performance audit 
were to determine whether CONNECTIONS reached a “steady state” with the completion of Build 
15; and whether OCFS has controls in place to verify that case workers, as well as other parties 
involved in providing child welfare services, are using CONNECTIONS in a consistent manner. 
 

To accomplish our audit, we interviewed OCFS CONNECTIONS officials.  We also 
reviewed relevant user manuals, training manuals, policies and procedures, and system 
documentation.  We visited and interviewed users of CONNECTIONS Investigation (New York 
City Administration for Children’s Services; Albany County Department for Children, Youth and 
Families; Schenectady County Department of Social Services; New York City Regional Office; and 
Albany Regional Office); users of CONNECTIONS foster and adoptive home development (one 
downstate and one upstate voluntary agency); and users of CONNECTIONS intake; database check; 
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request for information; and administrative review functions (SCR).  The database check and request 
for information functions are used to check prospective foster/adoptive parents and others for a 
history of abuse/neglect; the administrative review function involves review of SCR data and 
investigation case records when an indicated child abuser appeals the child protective services 
decision.  Further, we interviewed OCFS Program Monitoring and Performance Improvement 
Bureau officials and reviewed monitoring reports they have issued. 
 

We also sampled 105 CONNECTIONS transactions to ensure that CONNECTIONS is being 
used in a consistent manner by users who are performing their work activities and by supervisors 
who are approving users’ work.  We drew our sampled transactions from the locations listed below. 
 

• Two regional offices: New York City (15 transactions sampled from a population of 165) 
and Albany (15 transactions sampled from a population of 109); 

 
• Two district offices: New York City Administration for Children’s Services (ACS): 15 

transactions sampled from a population of 26,175; and Albany County Department for 
Children, Youth and Families (Albany County): 15 transactions sampled from a population 
of 1,893; 

 
• Two voluntary agencies: one downstate agency: 15 transactions sampled from a population 

of 342; and one upstate agency: 15 transactions sampled from a population of 74; and 
 
• SCR: 5 database check transactions from a population of 37,926; 5 requests for information 

from a population of 1,551 transactions; and 5 administrative reviews from a population of 
1,266 transactions. 

 
We selected these locations judgmentally, based on the office type; CONNECTIONS 

functions used; geographic location; and volume of transactions.  We received downloads of 
CONNECTIONS transactions from June 1, 2005 through August 30, 2005 for the 15 SCR 
transactions and January 1, 2005 through June 30, 2005 for the remaining 90 transactions. All 
sampled transactions were randomly selected.  We did not evaluate the adequacy of the data entered 
into CONNECTIONS; rather, we determined whether data was entered where it was required to be 
entered. 
 

In addition to being the State Auditor, the Comptroller performs certain other constitutionally 
and statutorily mandated duties as the chief fiscal officer of New York State, several of which are 
performed by the Division of State Services.  These include operating the State’s accounting system; 
preparing the State’s financial statements; and approving State contracts, refunds, and other 
payments.  In addition, the Comptroller appoints members to certain boards, commissions and public 
authorities, some of whom have minority voting rights.  These duties may be considered 
management functions for purposes of evaluating organizational independence under generally 
accepted government auditing standards.  In our opinion, these management functions do not affect 
our ability to conduct independent audits of program performance. 
 
C. Results of Audit  
 

We found that the users we contacted are generally satisfied with the CONNECTIONS 
system through Build 15 and that they can adequately perform their work activities on the system.  
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In addition, we reviewed judgmental samples of CONNECTIONS transactions and found that users 
are entering required data into CONNECTIONS in a consistent manner.  We also found that OCFS, 
district offices, and voluntary agencies have implemented controls to verify that CONNECTIONS is 
being used as designed. 
 

1. CONNECTIONS Steady State Status 
 

According to OCFS officials, CONNECTIONS achieved “steady state” status with the 
completion of Build 15.  Officials defined “steady state” as having the capability of performing 
essential administrative tasks and key child welfare functions.  Administrative tasks include the 
ability to communicate by e-mail; establish staff and unit directories; review policies and procedures 
on-line; create and maintain contract information; and access service providers.  
 

The following key child welfare functions were also incorporated into CONNECTIONS: 
intake; investigation; database check and request for information; and foster and adoptive home 
development.  At intake, SCR uses CONNECTIONS to record the allegation of child abuse, 
establish a case history and assign the case to the proper jurisdiction for investigation.  Child 
protective services investigations of familial, foster care and day care abuse allegations are 
performed by district offices; investigations of institutional child abuse allegations are performed by 
regional offices.  The results of investigations (allegations are substantiated or unsubstantiated) and 
supervisors’ approval of conclusions are all recorded on CONNECTIONS.  SCR uses the database 
check, request for information and administrative review functions to check prospective foster or 
adoptive parents and others for a history of abuse/neglect; to review CPS decisions; and to maintain 
and view the database.  Regional offices and voluntary agencies use the foster and adoptive home 
development function to establish and license facilities or foster/adoptive homes to provide services.  
 

To determine whether CONNECTIONS users in regional offices, district offices, SCR and 
voluntary agencies were satisfied with the system’s ability to perform the above functions, we 
visited and interviewed a cross-section of users in selected locations.  We visited two regional 
offices (New York City and Albany); two district offices (ACS and Albany); SCR; and two 
voluntary agencies (downstate and upstate).  CONNECTIONS users in all the above locations stated 
that the system generally met their needs, and has improved significantly since it was first 
implemented.  According to these users, CONNECTIONS helps them work more efficiently because 
they: 
 

• can access information in a timely manner, since the cases are on-line; 
• do not waste time looking for paper files; and 
• can easily share case records and view records at any remote site. 

 
To verify whether these CONNECTIONS users used CONNECTIONS in a consistent 

manner and entered all required information, we examined a sample of 105 transactions, comprising 
15 randomly selected transactions at each of the 2 district offices, the 2 regional offices and the 2 
voluntary agencies, and a random sample of 15 transactions at SCR.  We found that staff at each 
location consistently used CONNECTIONS as designed.  Our test results are listed below. 
 

• Regional offices must complete six data screens (e.g., investigative findings; investigation 
determination) for each institutional child abuse investigation before the investigation is 
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completed. Of the 30 total investigations we reviewed in the New York City and Albany 
Regional Offices, 22 investigations were completed.  All 22 completed cases had the 
required data entered into CONNECTIONS; the 8 investigations still in progress were up-to-
date for all required CONNECTIONS data.  

 
• District offices are required to complete eight data screens on CONNECTIONS (e.g., 

investigative findings; investigation conclusion; investigation determination safety 
assessment) for each child abuse, familial, foster care and day care investigation before the 
investigation is complete.  Of the 30 investigations sampled at ACS and Albany County, 24 
investigations were completed and had all required data entered on CONNECTIONS; the 
remaining in-progress investigations were up to date for all the required CONNECTIONS 
data. 

 
• Voluntary agencies must complete five data screens (e.g., home demographics; licensing 

information) for each accepted active foster/adoptive home. Of the 30 active foster or 
adoptive homes we reviewed, we found that the downstate and upstate agencies had entered 
all the required data in CONNECTIONS. 

 
• SCR staff must complete three different data screens for each of the three transaction types 

(database check; request for information; administrative review) SCR processes.  All 15 
transactions we sampled had all the required data entered into CONNECTIONS. 

 
2. OCFS Controls over CONNECTIONS  

 
OCFS and other CONNECTIONS users should have controls in place to verify that case 

workers and other users are consistently using CONNECTIONS to perform their respective child 
welfare functions.  We found that CONNECTIONS has automated supervisory control features to 
confirm the system’s consistent use, and that OCFS staff assess districts’ investigation performance, 
and their use of CONNECTIONS, through periodic reviews.   
 

We interviewed supervisors at the locations we visited (ACS and in Albany County; New 
York City and Albany Regional Offices; and the downstate and upstate voluntary agencies) to 
determine what actions they take to verify that data entry is consistent, and that required information 
is entered on CONNECTIONS.  These supervisors stated they verified consistency and compliance 
by regularly observing and reviewing staff performance on the job, and by using CONNECTIONS’ 
automated notification and supervisory review process.  When investigation determination safety 
assessments and investigation conclusions on a case are completed, the case worker sends a notice 
through CONNECTIONS to the supervisor that the document needs to be approved.  Similarly, 
when home licenses need approval, the worker sends a notice through CONNECTIONS to the 
supervisor that the action needs to be approved.  This automated approval process enables the 
supervisor to confirm that the caseworker used CONNECTIONS to perform the child welfare 
function, and entered required case data in the system.  We noted that there is no automated 
supervisor notification function for SCR. 
 

To verify that supervisors in regional offices, district offices and voluntary agencies are using 
CONNECTIONS to approve these documents, we reviewed the 90 previously sampled cases 
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involving investigations (60 cases) and home licensing (30 cases).  We found that supervisors had 
approved all 46 of the completed investigations, as required, and all 30 of the home licenses.   
 

The OCFS Program Monitoring and Performance Improvement Bureau (Bureau), with the 
assistance of regional offices, also performs a monitoring and assessment review of child protective 
services investigations at each district office every three years.  In doing this review, the Bureau 
selects a sample of child abuse investigations from CONNECTIONS, uses a review instrument to 
evaluate the district’s performance of the sampled investigations, and prepares a report of the review 
results.  Regional and district office officials review the report and work together to develop a 
corrective action plan for any deficiencies noted.  The Bureau performed 10 reviews during 2004 
and 12 reviews in 2005 through September 30, 2005.  We reviewed two reports released in 2004 and 
two reports released in 2005. 
 

Although the purpose of these reviews is not specifically to determine whether users are 
using CONNECTIONS in a consistent manner, the Bureau depends on CONNECTIONS data to 
review sampled investigations, including evidence gathered by the caseworker, and to answer 
questions in the review instrument.  Thus, the reviews indirectly determine the consistency of 
CONNECTIONS use by caseworkers.  Bureau officials said these reviews have determined that 
caseworkers do use CONNECTIONS consistently when performing investigations. 
 

Recommendation 
 

Continue to maintain effective controls over the use of CONNECTIONS.  
 

We provided a draft copy of this report to OCFS officials for their review and comment.  
Their comments have been considered in preparing this report, and are included as Appendix A. 
OCFS officials agreed with our recommendation.   
 

Within 90 days after the final release of this report, as required by Section 170 of the 
Executive Law, the Commissioner of the Office of Children and Family Services shall report to the 
Governor, the State Comptroller, and leaders of the Legislature and fiscal committees, advising what 
steps were taken to implement the recommendations contained herein, and where recommendations 
were not implemented, the reasons therefor.   

 
Major contributors to the report include Richard Sturm, Donald Geary, Brian Lotz, Michael 

Cantwell, Jacqueline Keeys-Holston, Theresa Nellis and Nancy Varley.  We wish to thank OCFS 
management and staff for the courtesies and cooperation extended to our auditors during the audit. 
 

Very truly yours,  
 
 
 
       William P. Challice 

Audit Director 
cc:  Robert Barnes - Division of the Budget 
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