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Operation and
Performance of Virginia’s
Social Services System
The 2004 General Assembly
directed JLARC staff to conduct
a review of the operation and
performance of Virginia’s social
services system. Funding for
locally-administered programs
was $1.14 billion in FY 2005.
Over the last five years,
caseloads and funds for most
locally-administered programs
have increased. Virginia’s per
formance compared to State
targets and federal require
ments is mixed.
During this review, JLARC staff
found that Virginia’s locallyadministered system has a
number of strengths, but that
improvements are needed. For
example, the current process to
provide local administrative
funds
does
not
consider
caseloads or the ability of local
governments to provide funds.
Statewide, departments face
retirement challenges and some
experience recruiting and reten
tion difficulties. State-provided
IT systems leave gaps in local
needs, but several recent sys
tems show signs of improve
ment amid planning for a largescale IT investment that re
quires caution.
Overall, the
State narrowly interprets its
statutory supervision and sup
port responsibilities, which re
sults in several weaknesses.
Finally, the State has initiatives
underway that may address
some issues identified in this
report. However, these should
be coordinated with the JLARC
staff recommendations by a
commission or task force that
creates a comprehensive im
provement plan.
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Preface
House Joint Resolution 193 enacted by the 2004 General Assembly directed
JLARC staff to study the operation and performance of the Commonwealth’s social
services system. JLARC staff surveyed all 120 local departments of social services;
conducted site visits and phone interviews with 27 local departments; analyzed fi
nancial, human resources, caseload, and performance data; and held numerous in
terviews with State DSS and other State agency staff.
The study found that Virginia’s locally-administered system allows local
departments to tailor program strategies and operations to meet local needs, and
develop key relationships with other local organizations, such as the court system.
However, some local departments lack access to important resources, such as fund
ing, and capabilities, such as planning and management. Some departments also
fall well below performance targets or requirements in multiple program areas.
The study found several resource issues that need attention. Local gov
ernments are providing an increased share of administrative funding, and some de
partments have imbalances between the administrative funds they receive and the
caseload they manage. In addition, the system faces human resource challenges
with a growing number of directors eligible to retire and difficulties with recruit
ment and retention. While some aspects of information technology that supports the
social services system appear to be improving, planning and oversight for a largescale IT system have been questionable.
The study further found weaknesses in State supervision and support pro
vided to local departments, including ineffective data collection and analysis, and
coordination in support of local operations. The decline of the State DSS regional
structure has also contributed to weak communication and oversight. These prob
lems have been exacerbated by recent turnover in the DSS commissioner position.
The study recommends comprehensive changes to address these issues and
others. The State DSS has several initiatives underway that if successful may ad
dress some of the concerns identified. However, because of the longstanding and
complex nature of many of these problems, and the importance of involving top lead
ership and State and local stakeholders, a commission or task force is needed to de
velop a comprehensive improvement plan.
On behalf of the JLARC staff, I would like to express my appreciation to
both the State Department of Social Services and local departments of social services
throughout the Commonwealth for their assistance during this study.

October 12, 2005

Philip A. Leone
Director
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Operation and Performance of
Virginia’s Social Services System
Virginia has a state-supervised, locally-administered social
services system. The State’s Department of Social Services
(DSS) provides supervision and management support to 120
local departments that administer the vast majority of the
State’s more than 50 social services programs. These pro
grams are primarily aimed at determining eligibility for benefit
programs, such as the Food Stamp program, and providing
support or protection to Virginia’s vulnerable adults and chil
dren through programs such as foster care. In nearly all lo
cally-administered program areas, Virginia’s caseloads have
increased in the last five years, driving an increase in funding
for these program areas. Total funding for the system in FY
2005 (excluding the State-administered child support and li
censing programs) was approximately $1.1 billion, about 56
percent of which came from federal funds. State general
funds and local government funds comprised 27 and 15 per
cent, respectively. Virginia’s performance in these program
areas is generally mixed when compared to State performance
targets and federal requirements.
House Joint Resolution 193, enacted by the 2004 General As
sembly, directs JLARC to study the operation and perform
ance of the Commonwealth’s social services system. Conse
quently, JLARC staff considered research issues addressing
State supervision, local resources and performance, and man
agement and support. Key research methods included quanti
tative analysis of social services funding, caseload, perform
ance, and human resource data; interviews with numerous
State DSS staff, and directors, front-line workers, and adminis
trative staff at 27 local departments; and a comprehensive sur
vey of all local departments.
Locally-Administered Structure Is Strength of System,
but Some Local Departments Struggle
A major strength of Virginia’s social services system is its lo
cally-administered structure. Chief among the benefits of this
system is the operational flexibility that local departments ex
ercise and the local relationships and partnerships they de
velop. For example:
• Local departments can tailor program strategies to meet
local needs. The different population and economic char
acteristics of Virginia’s localities mean that different ap-
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proaches are needed to be successful in many program
areas. For example, the service and information-based
economy of Northern Virginia means that citizens need dif
ferent skills to secure and maintain employment than they
might in the more seasonal economy of parts of southside
Virginia.
Local department directors and staff develop important
working relationships with other local government organi
zations and decision-makers. For example, the legal as
pects of child protective services (CPS), foster care, and
adoption require local staff to routinely attend and testify at
court proceedings. Over time, these staff develop impor
tant relationships with judges, court staff, and members of
the law enforcement community, that enable collaboration
necessary to identify solutions in the interest of children
and families.

However, in Virginia’s locally-administered system some de
partments lack access to critical resources, such as staff ex
pertise or opportunities for coordination. For example:
• Some local departments do not have experienced directors
that understand social services programs, Virginia’s sys
tem, or how to run a local department. One recently hired
local director admitted to being woefully under-prepared for
the demands of the position and felt at a loss as to how to
prepare and administer a budget and run the department.
• Some local departments do not have the ability to suffi
ciently plan and manage their operations. Without these
important capabilities, these departments appear to oper
ate in a reactive, ad-hoc manner that prevents them from
taking a strategic approach to improving their operations.
Directors at several local departments cited their inability to
adequately plan their operations and make data-driven
management decisions.
• Some local departments do not have the opportunity to
coordinate with other organizations. For example, one de
partment noted a large increase in substance abuse cases
through CPS and foster care, but expressed frustration
about helping its clients because there were no substance
abuse treatment clinics in the locality.
Along with the variation in
local department access to
important resources and
capabilities, a locallyadministered system also
results in wide variation in
performance.

Along with the variation in local department access to impor
tant resources and capabilities, a locally-administered system
also results in wide variation in performance across the 120
local departments. As shown in the figure on the next page,
while some departments appear to perform above State tar
gets and federal requirements, based on the limited perform
ance data that is available, a substantial number of local de
partments are not meeting performance targets and
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Figure
Local Departments in Relation to Selected Performance Targets and Requirements
Source: JLARC analysis of State DSS data.
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requirements. For example, 62 local departments did not
meet the State target of 80 percent for food stamp participa
tion, with 31 localities falling at least 15 percent below the tar
get. Forty-eight local departments fell short of the federal re
quirement for 87 percent stability in the first year of foster care.
Twelve local departments are more than 15 percent below
State targets or federal requirements on at least three of eight
selected performance measures. The low performance levels
of some departments and the lack of access some have to re
sources demonstrate major trade-offs in Virginia’s locallyadministered system, and the importance of effective State
supervision and support.
Increased Reliance on Local Funds Contributes to Disparities
in Local Department Administrative Funding
Administrative funding, which is used to fund aspects of local
operations such as staff salaries or the purchase of additional
information technology (IT) systems, is also an important re
source for local departments. Between 1999 and 2004, these
funds increased 25 percent to $385 million. As shown in the
figure on the following page, during this time the local share of
funding has increased to 25 percent of total administrative

JLARC Report Summary

iii

Figure
Sources of Local Department Administrative Funds in 1999 and 2004
Source: State DSS.
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funds, rising from approximately $58 million in 1999 to $96.5
million in 2004, an increase of more than $38 million.
Local Department
Administrative Funds
Two different types of admin
istrative funds are available
to local departments:
• Those that include a State
contribution; and
• Those that do not.
Those without a State contri
bution are federal and local
funds. They are called
"pass-through" funds by the
State DSS.

The current State DSS methodology to allocate administrative
funds does not account for local department caseloads, but
rather uses a “past-year” allocation methodology to provide
funds. Because this practice has been used for more than 15
years, over time a disparity has developed at many depart
ments between the administrative funding they receive and the
caseload they manage. For more than half of the local de
partments, State-matched administrative funds for service
programs would have to increase or decrease by more than 25
percent to match their percentage of the statewide service
caseload. The same is true of 44 percent of local departments
for benefit program administrative funds. Some localities use
“pass-through” funds to better match their total administrative
funds available with caseload levels and local needs.
However, not all local departments serve localities that have
the ability to provide the additional local funds required to use
these pass-through funds. Ninety-two percent of the localities
that make extensive use of administrative pass-through funds
(those in the top quintile) have either “low” or “below average”
fiscal stress. Eighty-three percent of localities that make lim
ited or no use of administrative pass-through funds are fiscally
stressed.
This trend, along with an overall increase in the use of passthrough funds, appears to be driving further variation in local
department administrative funding. Though data analysis
does not show a clear relationship between access to adminis-
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trative funds and available measures of local department per
formance, interviews with local departments suggest there is
an impact. Departments that can raise additional administra
tive funds have the option to pay higher salaries, hire addi
tional staff, buy third-party IT systems to support operations,
and upgrade facilities. These issues raise questions about the
continued use of the current administrative funds allocation
method.
Recommendation: The current prior-year funding method
ology used by the Department of Social Services to allocate
administrative funds should be replaced with an administra
tive funds allocation methodology based on factors such as
local caseload and local ability to pay.
Human Resource Challenges Exist, but Insufficient Data to Assess Local Staff Adequacy

Currently, one-quarter of
local directors are eligible
to retire with full benefits.

Local department directors and their staff are the most valu
able resource for local departments, and, by extension, Vir
ginia’s entire system. However, this critical resource is at risk
because of pending retirements throughout the system and re
cruitment and retention challenges at some local departments.
Many local departments may soon face an exodus of their di
rectors due to retirement. Currently, one-quarter of local directors are eligible to retire with full benefits. Another 48 percent
are currently eligible to retire with reduced benefits. By 2010,
more than half of current local directors will be eligible to retire
with full benefits. The majority of the directors currently eligi
ble to retire with full benefits are in the western part of the
State. If not properly managed, these retirements will have a
considerable negative impact on the leadership and expertise
that currently resides at most local departments.
Some local departments are also experiencing difficulties re
taining and recruiting staff. Currently, it appears that retention
and recruiting challenges primarily impact the workload levels
of the staff that remain. For example, one small department
noted that even one vacancy can create significant changes in
individual workloads as staff assume additional responsibilities
until the vacancy is filled.
While there is data to identify these human resource chal
lenges, there is insufficient information to assess the adequacy
of local staffing to manage current workload levels. Without
this information, there is a minimal basis upon which to assess
the adequacy of current resource levels and determine the va
lidity of requests for additional resources in the future.
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Information Technology Is Improving, But a Major Systems Development Initiative
Requires Increased Oversight
Information technology is another important resource that local
departments require to administer and manage programs.
Historically, planning and development of social services IT
systems have not adequately involved local staff, resulting in
systems that do not adequately meet local needs. In recent
years, however, these processes and systems have improved.
Despite these positive signs, the State should be cautious as it
plans for a possible multi-million dollar investment in an Inte
grated Social Services Delivery System (ISSDS).
The ISSDS is intended to replace and integrate the major
benefits, services, and child support enforcement systems.
Proposals to build this system have been submitted to the
State under the Public-Private Education and Infrastructure
Act (PPEA). However, there are several reasons why the
State should proceed with caution on this initiative:
• The department’s program and business requirements are
currently changing, which will make large-scale IT systems
development difficult and high-risk.
• The State DSS has a mixed track record of successfully
managing large-scale IT development efforts.
• No other agency has successfully managed a proposal of
this size under the PPEA, so there is little practical guid
ance available to DSS.
• Because DSS may use the PPEA process to build this sys
tem, it may be responsible for reviewing proposals and
making a decision about whether to proceed with negotia
tions in a relatively short period of time.
• There has been limited oversight of several current devel
opment activities and only a cursory review of preliminary
plans for the ISSDS initiative by the Virginia Information
Technologies Agency (VITA).
Recommendation: The Chief Information Officer of the
Commonwealth and the VITA Project Management Division
should increase their oversight of the planning and develop
ment of the ISSDS initiative. Updates on the status of this
initiative should be regularly provided to the State’s Informa
tion Technology Investment Board.
Weak State Supervision and Support Hinder System Operations
As noted above, there is wide variation in the resources and
capabilities of local departments and, as a result, some de
partments struggle. Many departments rely heavily on the
State for supervision and support, underscoring the impor
tance of the State’s role in Virginia’s locally-administered sys
tem. However, the State appears to narrowly interpret its
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statutory responsibilities, which contributes in part to weak
nesses in the supervision and support provided to local de
partments.

Longstanding Problems
In 1981, JLARC found that:
• "large amounts of data are
not sufficiently used."
• "the department needs to
strengthen its research
and evaluation capability.”
• The department “needs to
resolve organizational con
fusion and strengthen the
regional offices to ensure
effective and consistent
support and oversight of
system-wide activities."

Among these weaknesses is that the State lacks sufficient
strategic management capabilities, including effective data col
lection and analysis and coordination with other organizations,
which are critical in Virginia’s complex social services envi
ronment. For example:
• The State DSS collects tremendous amounts of data from
local departments, but appears unable to convert it into
useful information to support decision-making at the State
and local levels. The State’s segmented approach to data
collection also hinders its ability to proactively support de
partments that may need help, because DSS cannot easily
assess the overall situation at a local department.
• Underscoring the State’s weak analytic capability are the
many areas of potential program performance or manage
ment improvements that have not been addressed. These
include several emerging program trends impacting local
departments and ongoing financial, human resource, and
information technology management issues.
• Coordination with other State agencies, other organiza
tions, and among local departments could improve. For
example, local staff cited the lack of a coordinated, state
wide strategy around workforce development. According
to both State and local staff, lack of coordination in this and
other areas results in numerous duplicative, under
resourced initiatives competing to achieve similar out
comes.
The current State DSS organizational structure also hinders its
ability to communicate with, provide guidance to, and conduct
oversight of local departments. This is in part because of the
decline of the State DSS regional structure over a number of
years. For example:
• Both State and local staff reported that the decline in the
regional structure has increased the difficulty of managing
the information exchanged between local and State staff.
• Both State DSS and local staff note that the decline of the
regional structure has contributed to the State’s limited
ability to oversee local operations. State DSS division di
rectors and staff noted that this limited oversight places the
State at risk of receiving poor federal financial or perform
ance audits. In the past, these poor evaluations have re
sulted in increased federal oversight and financial penal
ties, including a current $36 million shortfall in federal Title
IV-E foster care funds.
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Collectively, these weaknesses hinder the State’s ability to ful
fill its critical supervisory and support role. Because of the
State’s narrow interpretation of the current statutory definitions
of supervision and support, more specific legislative direction
to the State DSS about its supervisory and support responsi
bilities is necessary. Recent turnover at the commissioner
level further increases the importance of providing more statu
tory direction to commissioners on the State’s intended role.
Recommendation: The General Assembly may wish to
amend § 63.2-203 of the Code of Virginia to define specific
supervisory responsibilities that the commissioner and De
partment of Social Services must assume. These responsi
bilities should include: (a) providing local departments with
accurate and timely policy advice and guidance; (b) commu
nicating about relevant federal and State policies and devel
opments; (c) conducting ongoing oversight of local depart
ment operations and performance; and (d) ensuring, to the
extent possible, that Virginia’s citizens entitled to social ser
vices receive efficient and effective service from local de
partments.
Recommendation: The General Assembly may wish to
amend § 63.2-204 of the Code of Virginia to define specific
support responsibilities that the commissioner and Depart
ment of Social Services must assume. These specific re
sponsibilities should include: (a) providing to and collecting
from local departments financial, human resource, and pro
gram information necessary to support effective State and
local decision-making; (b) proactively identifying opportuni
ties for performance improvement and/or corrective action at
local departments; (c) facilitating local program administra
tion through coordination with other relevant State agencies,
other organizations, and among local departments; (d) pro
viding guidance, support, and resources to the extent possi
ble to maintain and improve performance at local depart
ments; and (e) providing recruiting, retention, and other
human resources management support to local departments.
Comprehensive Changes Needed to Improve System
The findings in this report present a mixed picture of Virginia’s
social services system. As shown in the exhibit on the follow
ing page, there are some positive aspects of the system’s op
erations and performance. However, there are many areas of
concern that need to be addressed through comprehensive
change.
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Exhibit
Summary Assessment of Social Services System Operations and Performance
Source: JLARC staff analysis.
Summary
Assessment

Statewide
Performance

Local
Performance

Local
Administrative
Funding

JLARC Report Summary

Human
Resources

Information
Technology

Overall State
Supervision
and Support

Yellow

Yellow

Red

Red

Yellow

+

The State meets or exceeds its target for one benefit program measure and federal requirements for two service
program measures.

-

The State is below its target for three benefit program measures and federal requirements for two service program
measures.

+

Twenty local departments meet or exceed State targets or federal requirements on at least six of eight selected
performance measures.

-

A number of local departments do not have access to important resources, such as funding or opportunities to
coordinate with other organizations.

-

Twelve local departments are more than 15 percent below State targets or federal requirements on at least three of
eight selected performance measures, and one-third of local departments are below State targets and federal
requirements on at least six of the performance measures selected.

-

The lack of information about funding for programs and local administration creates confusion at some local
departments.

-

Process to allocate local administrative funds does not consider local caseload or local ability to pay.

+
+
-

The State does not maintain sufficient information to determine adequacy of local staff resources.

+

Nearly half of local departments rated State DSS supervision and support as good or excellent in some areas such as
developing effective policies for service programs and providing timely and responsive assistance.

-

A majority of local departments rated State DSS supervision and support as fair or poor in other areas, including
conducting monitoring and compliance activities that yield accurate information, and adequately communicating about
upcoming and ongoing program or management changes.

Yellow

ix

State DSS
Strategic
Management

Red

LEGEND

Red

JLARC
Recommendations

Report Findings

-

None

Recommendations 1 and 2
to improve transparency of
funding and improve the
administrative funding
process.
Recommendations 3 and 4
to improve staffing and
workload data and provide
more targeted human
resource support.

Local departments risk losing significant knowledge and leadership as directors and supervisors retire.
Some local departments are experiencing difficulty recruiting and retaining front-line staff.
Recent systems updates and new applications appear to better support local needs.

Recommendations 5 and 6
to improve reporting and
oversight of ISSDS
initiative.

Processes to develop and implement new applications use best practices and solicit local involvement.
Planning and oversight for pending multi-million dollar IT system appear inadequate.

State staff narrowly interpret statutory supervision and support responsibilities.
State DSS regional structure is ineffective and does not facilitate local communication and oversight.

Recommendations 8, 9,
and 10 to assess the
regional structure and
enhance statutory direction
on State DSS supervisory
and support
responsibilities.

Recent turnover in State DSS commissioner position exacerbates weak State supervision and support.
Ineffective, segmented data collection by State DSS hinders strategic decision-making.
State DSS has limited analysis capabilities, and many issues need further analysis to facilitate needed improvement.
State DSS could improve coordination with other departments and organizations, and among local departments.

No positive ( + ) findings.

Yellow
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At least one positive (+) and one negative ( - ) finding.

Green

Recommendation 7 to
improve data collection,
data analysis, and
coordination.

No negative ( - ) findings.

ix

Some promising initiatives are currently underway at the State
DSS. These include a strategic plan and planning process, a
recently-created chief operating officer position, and a busi
ness transformation project. These initiatives, if successful,
may address some of the issues identified in this report that
confront the system. However, it is too early to determine
whether these initiatives will have any appreciative impact.
Furthermore, the likelihood of continued turnover in State DSS
leadership places the long-term sustainability of these initia
tives in question.
The comprehensive nature of the changes required and the
existence of several State DSS initiatives that may impact the
issues raised in this report will require extensive coordination
and opportunity for input. Such an approach requires a com
prehensive plan, addressing both short-term and long-term
perspectives. The Governor and the Secretary of Health and
Human Resources should play a direct role in addressing the
issues identified in this report in order to provide sufficient em
phasis on the changes needed.
A special commission or task force may be the most appropri
ate mechanism for developing a plan to implement these
changes. A commission or task force is necessary because:
• No mechanism currently exists in State government that
can appropriately facilitate the discussion and analysis
necessary to successfully consider and plan the required
changes.
• The insight and perspective of the many stakeholders at
the State and local levels will be critical to determining how
to implement the more substantial changes recommended
in this report.
• The State DSS has a mixed track record implementing im
provement initiatives.
• The State DSS is the object of many of the needed
changes, and may not be objective in its assessment of
what changes should occur and how best to implement
them.
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Recommendation: The General Assembly may wish to
consider adopting a joint resolution to establish a commis
sion or task force to examine the recommendations in this
report and other relevant issues and ongoing improvement
initiatives. The commission or task force should then de
velop a comprehensive improvement plan to address the
changes needed. The commission or task force should in
clude the Secretary of Health and Human Resources, the
DSS Commissioner, members of the State Board of Social
Services, key State DSS staff, directors of local departments
of social services, and members of local boards of social
services. The General Assembly may wish to consider re
quiring the commission or task force to regularly report its
progress to the Senate Finance and Rehabilitation and So
cial Services committees and the House Appropriations and
Health, Welfare, and Institutions committees. The General
Assembly also may wish to consider requiring the commis
sion or task force to present to these committees a plan to
complete the necessary changes prior to the 2008 General
Assembly session.
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Introduction

Virginia has a state-supervised, locally-administered social services system. The State Department of Social Services (DSS) provides supervision and management support to 120 local departments that administer
the vast majority of the State’s more than 50 social services programs.
The State DSS includes approximately 1,600 staff. One-third of its employees provide this supervision and support to local departments. The
remaining two-thirds of State DSS staff administer the Child Support Enforcement and Licensing programs. More than 8,000 staff at the local
level administer the major benefit and service programs. FY 2005 funding for locally-administered programs was more than $1.1 billion, about
56 percent of which came from federal funds. State general funds and
local government funds comprised 27 and 15 percent, respectively.

House Joint Resolution 193, enacted by the 2004 General As
sembly, directs JLARC staff to study the operation and per
formance of the Commonwealth’s social services system. The
mandate specifically directs JLARC to assess whether there
are adequate resources to provide social services and the ex
tent to which information technology systems contribute to im
proved performance and collaboration.
A copy of the
resolution is provided in Appendix A.
This study is not a review of any specific social services pro
gram, and excludes the State-administered Licensing and
Child Support Enforcement programs. In the past, JLARC has
conducted reviews of specific social services programs, includ
ing detailed reviews of Child Protective Services in 2004, Wel
fare Reform in October 2000, and the Child Support
Enforcement program in November 2000.
HISTORY OF VIRGINIA’S SOCIAL SERVICES SYSTEM
Virginia has attempted to address the issue of public welfare
since the mid-1600s, with the creation of a child welfare pro
gram and “workhouse” for the care and vocational education of
poor children. Nearly three centuries later in 1908, the Gen
eral Assembly created the State Board of Charities and Cor
rections. The Reorganization Act of 1922 gave this body more
responsibility, renamed it the State Board of Public Welfare,
Chapter 1: Introduction
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and established the position of Commissioner of Public Wel
fare. This act also created local welfare units consisting of a
juvenile and domestic relations court, a board of interested
citizens, and a full-time, trained social worker or superinten
dent of public welfare. As federal involvement and funding in
creased, the State began providing matching funds to
reimburse a portion of local costs. Until the 1938 Virginia Pub
lic Assistance Act, the establishment of local departments of
social services was optional. However, this act required every
political jurisdiction in the Commonwealth to have local de
partments of welfare that would offer relatively uniform ser
vices. At this time, Virginia’s current state-supervised, locallyadministered system began to take shape.
The State’s efforts to address social services issues continued
to evolve through various landmark federal and State initia
tives, such as the creation of the Department of Welfare and
Institutions in 1948. Many of the responsibilities of the current
social services system can be traced to federal legislation en
acted in the 1960s to address poverty in the United States.
The growing magnitude and complexity of programs being im
plemented in Virginia led to the creation of regional offices to
assist localities. In 1982, the General Assembly renamed the
Department of Welfare, which had split from the Department of
Institutions in 1974, the Department of Social Services. To
day, Virginia’s social services system administers more than
50 programs aimed at providing benefits to those unable to
support themselves, promoting self-sufficiency, enhancing
child welfare and safety, improving family stability, and ensur
ing adult safety and welfare. The largest of these locallyadministered programs are described in Chapter 2.
KEY RESPONSIBILITIES AND ORGANIZATIONS IN VIRGINIA’S STATE-SUPERVISED,
LOCALLY-ADMINISTERED SOCIAL SERVICES SYSTEM

Virginia is one of 13 states
with a state-supervised,
locally-administered social
services system.

Title 63.2 of the Code of Virginia creates the legal framework
for Virginia’s social services. This framework was most re
cently revised and re-codified in October 2002 through the Vir
ginia Welfare Law. The purpose of the law is to ensure that
throughout the State, eligible people receive financial assis
tance and social services. State law requires that every city
and county be served by a local department and board of so
cial services; gives the State responsibility for supervising local
administration of social service programs; and requires the
State to directly administer programs that set standards and li
cense children’s agencies, facilities and homes, as well as day
care centers for adults. The State is also responsible for administering the child support enforcement program.
Exhibit 1 summarizes the components of Virginia’s social ser
vices system. Virginia is one of 13 states with a stateChapter 1: Introduction
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Exhibit 1
Major Components of Virginia's Social Services System
Source: JLARC analysis of the Code of Virginia and the Virginia Department of Social Services Local Board Member Handbook, 2003.

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services; U.S. Department of Agriculture

Federal

•Develops regulations based on federal statutes that states must interpret and implement.
•Distributes federal funding to states.
•Requires state reporting and conducts oversight to ensure compliance with statutes and regulations.

State Department of Social Services
State Board of Social Services
•Consists of nine members appointed
by the Governor.
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State

•Acts in an advisory capacity to the
commissioner and when requested,
investigates questions or problems
and reports findings.
•Adopts regulations as necessary and
establishes minimum education
standards, training requirements, and
personnel performance standards for
State and local employees.

•Provides technical assistance, training, and administrative support to local departments of social
services.
•Monitors programs, policies, and operations of local departments.
•Directly administers the Child Support Enforcement, Licensing, and Community Services Block Grant
programs.
•Develops regulations based on federal statutes and regulations, and the Code of Virginia.
•Headed by a commissioner appointed by the Governor.
•Serves as a liaison with federal agencies on social services programs receiving federal funding.
•1,600 staff, mostly in Richmond central office.

Regional and District Offices
•Five field offices and six regions provide guidance and technical support to local departments.
•District offices administer the Child Support Enforcement and Licensing programs.

Local Boards of Social
Services (120)

Local

•Functions are either administrative or
advisory.
•Most are administrative boards that
establish, review, and revise local
policy; approve local funding; prepare
and submit budgets to the State and
local governments; and appoint local
directors.

Local Departments of Social Services (120)
•Administer most of Virginia’s social services programs (other than child support and licensing), including
adoption, adult services, child care, child protective services, energy assistance, food stamps, foster care,
Medicaid eligibility determination, and temporary assistance for needy families.
•Have the option to administer additional, non-mandated programs based on local need and available
funding.
•Headed by a director appointed by the local board, who is responsible for overall program and policy
implementation, human resources, financial management, and office space and equipment management.
•Vary greatly in size, ranging from less than ten to hundreds of staff.

3
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supervised, locally-administered social services system. Con
sequently, a State Department of Social Services (DSS) over
sees the operations of local departments of social services.
The State DSS also includes a regional field office structure.
Both DSS and each local department have a board of social
services. Federal agencies and local governments also play a
role in the supervision and funding for the system’s programs.
State Department of Social Services
The State DSS—part of the Health and Human Resources
Secretariat—is headed by the Commissioner of Social Ser
vices who is appointed by the Governor and subject to confir
mation by the General Assembly.
Some of the
commissioner’s primary responsibilities in State law include:
• Supervising the administration of social services;
• Assisting and cooperating with local authorities, including
training and collection and publication of statistics;
• Establishing divisions and regional offices as necessary
and appointing divisions heads; and
• Reimbursing on a monthly basis each locality for the State
and federal share of program and administrative funding.
The State DSS divisions that supervise the key locallyadministered programs are the Divisions of Benefit Programs,
Family Services, and Child Care and Development. These di
visions interpret federal policies, develop State policies, pro
vide technical assistance to local departments, and monitor
and evaluate agency operations. Other State DSS divisions
provide financial, human resources, and information technol
ogy support to State DSS staff and local departments. Figure
1 shows each of the divisions on the State DSS organizational
chart.
The State DSS has direct responsibility for regulating adult
and child care facilities and administering the Child Support
Enforcement program. In total, the State DSS is authorized to
employ approximately 1,600 staff. Slightly less than 1,000 of
these staff work in the Division of Child Support Enforcement,
accounting for almost two-thirds of total State DSS staffing.
State DSS Regional Offices and Teams. The State DSS
also includes five regional offices in Virginia Beach, Warrenton, Roanoke, Henrico, and Abingdon. DSS staff located in
these offices and in Richmond are organized into teams that
provide program supervision, consultation, technical assis
tance, and training to the local departments. There are cur
rently six regional teams: two Eastern teams, two Northern
teams, and two Western teams. Each region covers between
19 and 21 local departments and includes staff that oversee
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Figure 1
State Department of Social Services Organizational Chart
Source: State DSS, August 2005.
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Regulation

State-administered programs

and consult with local staff in the major program areas and in
ternal management and support. Staff that support each re
gion are part of the State DSS Division of Quality
Management, but have program responsibilities and are su
pervised by staff in program divisions in their areas of exper
tise.

Since 1967, Virginia has
conducted more than 20
projects or studies to ad
dress regional structures
and operations.

There have been numerous regional and field office structures
during the system’s history. In fact, since 1967 Virginia has
conducted more than 20 projects or studies to address re
gional structures and operations. The most recent of these
studies, the Local Team Pilot, resulted in the current structure.
The Local Team Pilot was conducted between July 1 and Sep
tember 30, 2004, and evaluated opportunities to improve ser
vices to local departments through a more centralized
approach to answering policy questions, providing technical
assistance, and expanding the available staff to respond to lo
cal issues. Implementation of the current regional structure
was effective February 1, 2005.

State Board of Social Services
The State Board of Social Services was established by the
General Assembly in 1974 and includes nine members ap
pointed by the Governor. The board acts in an advisory ca
pacity to the commissioner and, when requested, investigates
questions or problems and reports findings and conclusions as
appropriate. The board adopts regulations as necessary and
establishes minimum education standards, professional train
ing requirements, and personnel performance standards.
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Local Departments of Social Services
Virginia currently has 120 local departments that are primarily
responsible for the administration of most social services pro
grams, excluding licensing and child support. The statesupervised, locally-administered nature of Virginia’s system
means that the vast majority of contact with individuals and
families through social services programs occurs through
these 120 local departments. Most of these local departments
serve a single county or city; however, there are 12 consoli
dated local departments. These departments serve multiple
cities and counties in close geographic proximity. For exam
ple, Henry County and the City of Martinsville are served by a
single local department.
Each local department is headed by a director of social ser
vices who is appointed by the local board of social services
and is considered the administrator of his or her local depart
ment. Some of a local director’s responsibilities include:
• Overall program and policy implementation for the locality;
• Human resource planning, supervision, and evaluation of
staff; and
• Financial planning and management of office space and
equipment.
Local department organizational structures vary widely, de
pending upon the locality’s size, governance structure, specific
needs and community standards, and ability to fund social
services. DSS classifies each local department based on the
number of permanent, full-time positions. The classification
scale and the number of local departments in each classifica
tion are shown in Table 1.

Table 1
Local Department Classification Levels
Source: Division of Human Resources Management, Virginia Department of Social
Services, December 2004.

Local
Classification
Level
VI
V
IV

Number of Permanent,
Full-Time Positions
361 or more
161–360
81–160

Number of Local
Departments at
this Level
4
7
11

III
II

21–80
11–20

62
30

I

Fewer than 11

6
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Generally, local departments with higher classifications and
larger numbers of staff are organized into divisions or offices
around service or benefit programs. Agencies with lower clas
sifications and a smaller number of staff generally require staff
to work with multiple programs. Regardless of size, all 120 lo
calities must administer the social services programs that are
mandated in federal statute, regulation, or the Code of Vir
ginia. These programs are described in Chapter 2. More in
formation is provided about each local department throughout
this report and in Appendix B.
Local Boards of Social Services
Each local department has either an administrative or advisory
board of social services. Most have local administrative
boards. Responsibilities typically include establishing, review
ing, and revising local policy decisions; approving local funding
levels; preparing and submitting budgets to local and State of
ficials; appointing local directors; and facilitating numerous
benefit program, child welfare, and adult protective services.
Board members are appointed by the local government.
Local Governments
Each local government has funding and appointment respon
sibilities for their respective local department of social ser
vices. Local governments receive an annual budget request
and budget reports from their respective local department, and
based on those provide local government funding. Local gov
ernments also appoint members to the local board of social
services.
Federal Oversight Agencies
Virginia’s social services system is subject to federal statute,
regulations, and oversight primarily by two federal agencies:
the Food and Nutrition Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture
(USDA) and the Administration for Children and Families, U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). Both of
these agencies set the regulatory framework and provide vary
ing percentages of funding matches for many programs, in
cluding the Food Stamp and Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) programs.
Other Entities in the Social Services System
Virginia’s social services system interacts with a large network
of other agencies and community organizations to deliver pro
grams and services. Virginia has both statewide and local
Community Action Agencies, which are non-profit, private, or
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public organizations established under the Economic Opportu
nity Act of 1964. These organizations provide programs and
services to low-income individuals and families to help them
meet immediate needs or progress towards self-sufficiency.
There are 26 local and three statewide Community Action
Agencies.
Though not an entity established by statute, the Virginia
League of Social Services Executives (VLSSE) is a key
mechanism through which local directors convey their view
points and concerns to DSS, the Governor, and the General
Assembly. The VLSSE is a membership organization of local
directors and staff that work on behalf of these directors to
identify major issues and lobby for changes in policy and in
creases in funding. The VLSSE partners with DSS on se
lected initiatives requiring outreach to all local departments.
The VLSSE includes a number of committees that are as
signed to specific issues, such as human resource manage
ment, and is headed by a president selected from one of the
120 local directors.
SOCIAL SERVICES SYSTEM MANAGEMENT AND RESOURCES
The social services system has numerous resources that it
employs to deliver services. Three of the most important re
sources for the system are funding and financial management,
human resource management, and information technology.
Funding and Financial Management
Funding for Virginia’s social services system is complex. More
than 50 programs are funded through more than 40 separate
budget line items. The budget line items have varying funding
sources, fund allocation methodologies, match rates, and have
multiple reporting requirements. In addition, the federal, State,
and local governments all operate on different fiscal years,
which further complicates the budgeting and financial man
agement processes.
In FY 2005, total social services funding for the State was ap
proximately $1.78 billion. As shown in Figure 2, funding for lo
cally-administered social services programs comes primarily
from three sources: federal funds, State general funds, and
local funds. Total funding for these programs, excluding the
State-administered Child Support Enforcement and Licensing
programs, was $1.14 billion. Federal funds comprised more
than half of those funds, while State funding and local funding
comprised 27 and 15 percent, respectively. Approximately two
percent was in-kind transfer payments among governments for
administrative costs incurred at local government agencies
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Figure 2
FY 2005 Funding for Virginia's Social Services
Source: JLARC analysis of State DSS funding data.

Total FY 2005 System
Funding = $1.78 Billion

Total FY 2005 System Funding Excluding Child Support
Enforcement and Licensing = $1.14 Billion

Local Funds
$165,810,052
15%

Other In-Kind
Funds
$23,854,230
2%

Federal Funds
$637,651,023
56%
Federal Funds

$637,651,022

36%

General Funds

306,708,802

17

Local Funds

165,810,052

9

In-Kind Funds

23,854,230

1

Child Support
Enforcement
Funds

626,789,527

35

Licensing Funds

11,341,306

1

Note: Does not sum to 100 percent due to rounding.

General Funds
$306,708,802
27%

other than social services, but conducted on behalf of the local
department, such as helping to develop budgets and obtain re
imbursement of funds.
The DSS budget is historically one of the largest among Vir
ginia’s agencies, ranking fifth in total operating appropriations
in FY 2004 and accounting for 5.6 percent of total State ap
propriations. The DSS budget has historically seen large
budget growth compared to other Virginia agencies, increasing
$654 million in total operating appropriations between FY 1995
and 2004. This represented a 78 percent increase, while the
overall State operating budget increased 66 percent during the
same time period. However, Child Support Enforcement ap
propriations accounted for $403 million or 62 percent of the to
tal increase during that time period. Funding trends for major
social services programs is discussed in Chapter 2, while
funding for the local administration of social services programs
is discussed in Chapter 4.
Several organizations have financial management and budget
responsibilities for social services at the federal, State, and lo
cal levels of government. At the federal level, the Depart
ments of Health and Human Services and Agriculture provide
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the majority of social services funds to the State through for
mula grants, block grants, and discretionary funds. Both of
these federal agencies also periodically conduct financial au
dits to ensure that federal funds are being spent according to
federal regulations.
At the State level, the DSS Division of Finance has responsi
bility for financial management and budget issues. This in
cludes allocation of federal and State funds to local
departments, reimbursement of local funds, and administration
and reporting of federal grants. Of the $1.14 billion in FY 2005
funding, more than $760 million or nearly 70 percent was re
imbursed to local governments for local department expendi
tures.
The State pays most of the financial benefits, such as food
stamps and TANF, directly to recipients. It also reimburses lo
cal departments for the purchase of services for individuals
and administrative costs incurred to determine and monitor
ongoing eligibility for the benefit programs and conduct service
programs, such as foster care. Most major programs are ei
ther completely or primarily funded with federal and State gen
eral funds.
Local departments are responsible for developing their local
social services budgets and managing their federal, State, and
local social services funds. The local government is responsi
ble for approving the budget developed by the local depart
ment. Each year, after the State budget is approved, each
local department is allocated State and federal funds through
DSS. To receive these funds, localities must request reim
bursement each month from DSS for costs incurred.
Human Resource Management
Virginia’s locally-administered system includes more than
8,000 employees in the 120 local departments. Under the
Code of Virginia, each department has the option to deviate
from the State’s human resource policies and instead use
those of its local government. Local departments that follow
all of the State’s human resources policies are called nondeviating agencies. Local departments that use all or some of
their local government’s human resources policies are called
deviating departments. There are three types of deviating lo
cal departments:
• Jurisdictionwide, which use all of the local government’s
human resource policies and systems;
• Classification and compensation, which use their local ju
risdiction’s classification and compensation system but the
State’s human resource policies for all other functions,
such as handling complaints and grievances; and
Chapter 1: Introduction
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•

Compensation-only, which use the local jurisdiction’s com
pensation system, but the State’s human resource policies
for all other functions.

Whether or not a local department deviates from State poli
cies—and what specific policies they choose to deviate from—
determines the extent to which the State DSS Division of Hu
man Resource Management (DHRM) performs human re
sources functions for the local department. These functions
include administration of employee benefits, human resource
policy interpretation and consultation, and limited recruitment
support. As shown in Figure 3, nearly 70 percent of the local
departments do not deviate from the State’s human resource
policies and rely on DHRM for human resource support. The
remaining departments, which tend to be the larger local de
partments, do deviate. Nine of the 11 class V and VI local de
partments are jurisdictionwide, while all but three of the nondeviating local departments are class I, II, or III.

Figure 3
Non-Deviating and Deviating Local Departments
Source: State DSS Division of Human Resource Management.

Total = 120 Local Departments

Compensation-Only
Classification and
Compensation

6% (7)

9% (11)

Jurisdictionwide

16% (19)

Non-Deviating

69% (83)
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Information Technology Management
In the administration of Virginia’s social services system, more
than 60 automated systems are used to process and review
client information, issue benefits, and manage cases. The
DSS Division of Information Services maintains and supports
these systems, and in certain instances provides interfaces
and support to several private vendor systems independently
purchased by some local departments. Because the majority
of social services programs are locally-administered, staff in
each of the 120 local departments are the primary users of
most information technology (IT) systems.
State and Local Information Technology Resources and
Responsibilities. The Division of Information Systems is re
sponsible for the day-to-day operations and maintenance of
the system’s automated applications and their related hard
ware. The division oversees 80 servers and more than 12,000
computers located at the State and local levels. The DIS pro
vides support to State DSS employees and help desk func
tions for major systems.
The DSS pays for network
connections and local operating system software. In FY 2005,
DSS was appropriated more than $27 million by the General
Assembly for computer services.
There is considerable variation in the resources local depart
ments have to support IT. For example, class VI departments
(more than 361 employees) such as Fairfax County or Norfolk
have dedicated IT divisions or rely on their local governments
for IT support. However, most of the 36 class I and II depart
ments (fewer than 21 employees) have only limited staff to de
vote to IT, and often these employees are administrative
managers who also have financial and human resources man
agement responsibilities. This variation in resources and ex
pertise means that most of the smaller local departments rely
heavily on the State for support, while larger departments
generally prefer to rely on their own resources and expertise.
Program Requirements Generally Drive Systems. Various
federal and State statutes and regulations set the require
ments for each major IT system. For example, the Online
Automated Services Information System (OASIS) was imple
mented in 1997 to meet federal requirements for an adoption
and foster care analysis and reporting system. One of the
primary system requirements for this program is that states
must electronically submit case-level information about chil
dren in foster care to the federal Administration for Children
and Families. Descriptions of the major systems that support
each social services program will be provided in Chapter 2.
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In Summary...

Chapter

2

Program Caseloads, Funding,
and Performance

Virginia’s 120 local departments administer numerous programs aimed
primarily at determining eligibility for benefits and supporting and protecting Virginia’s vulnerable children and adults. These programs are
complex and intended to address some of the most difficult issues confronted by government, including poverty, hunger, family stability and
child welfare, and the safety and security of children and adults. In
nearly all program areas, Virginia’s caseloads have increased during the
last five years. This increase in caseloads has caused an increase in
funding provided in these program areas, the bulk of which comes from
federal funds. Virginia’s performance in terms of selected quality and
timeliness in these program areas is mixed when compared to State
performance targets and federal requirements.

This report does not include a detailed review of any specific
social services program. Further, because of time constraints,
collecting information beyond the readily available perform
ance information about programs was also not in the scope of
this review.
However, program performance for locallyadministered programs is an important aspect of understand
ing the operations and performance of the system. Therefore,
this chapter provides a brief overview of the major locallyadministered social services programs and support systems,
highlights recent caseload and funding trends, and briefly dis
cusses statewide program performance based on existing,
available measures of quality and timeliness in selected pro
grams.
BENEFIT PROGRAM CASELOADS AND FUNDING ARE GROWING,
BUT PERFORMANCE IS MIXED
Local departments administer a number of programs to deter
mine whether individuals and families are eligible to receive
benefits. These benefits are paid directly to individuals and
families by the State. The eligibility requirements for these
programs are complex, and in some cases different across
programs. Caseloads and funding for these programs have
both grown in recent years. Virginia’s performance in these
program areas is mixed.
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Local Departments Determine Eligibility for a Variety of Benefit Programs
Local departments conduct a range of activities, primarily fo
cused on interviewing clients and collecting information about
those clients, to determine whether they are eligible for benefit
programs. Each of these programs and the major IT systems
that support them are briefly described below.
Food Stamp Program. This benefit program attempts to alle
viate hunger and malnutrition by providing a subsidy to lowincome households for the purchase of food. Financial assis
tance is provided electronically through a debit card and can
be spent only on approved food items. Eligibility workers in lo
cal departments interview individuals that come to a local de
partment seeking assistance. The purpose of the interview is
to collect information about the client and determine whether
the client is eligible for food stamp benefits. Local eligibility
workers also monitor ongoing eligibility, while the State directly
pays the benefits to clients.
Several IT systems support the Food Stamp program, includ
ing the Application Benefit Delivery Automation Project
(ADAPT) that local staff use to input information on individuals
and households applying for assistance. The ADAPT system
uses the information gathered to determine whether an indi
vidual is eligible for the Food Stamp program. The Food
Stamp Claim Tracking System (FSCTS) records claims filed
against clients for overpayment of food stamp benefits be
cause of a misrepresentation of facts by a client.
Medicaid Eligibility Determination. While the Department of
Medical Assistance Services (DMAS) administers the Medi
caid program, local department of social services eligibility
workers determine whether clients are eligible to receive
Medicaid benefits. Medicaid provides financial medical assis
tance to four groups meeting specific financial and non
financial requirements:
1. Low-income and low financial resource families and chil
dren;
2. Low-income indigent children and pregnant women;
3. Low-income and low financial resource individuals over the
age of 65, or blind and disabled individuals of any age; and
4. Low-income and low financial resource individuals in longterm care facilities or receiving services in their home.
Virginia also administers the Family Access to Medical Insur
ance Security Plan (FAMIS), which is a program that provides
medical insurance for low-income children not eligible for
Medicaid. Local department eligibility workers use ADAPT to
determine eligibility for both Medicaid and FAMIS. Most local
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departments also use the Medicaid Pending Application Sys
tem (MEDPEND) to record and monitor the processing of
Medicaid applications.
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and Vir
ginia Initiative for Employment, Not Welfare (VIEW). TANF
provides temporary cash assistance to eligible families with
children and establishes employment requirements and initia
tives for individuals who are able to work. The mandatory em
ployment program VIEW assists participants in obtaining skills
and experience necessary to obtain and maintain employment.
Local eligibility workers determine whether individuals are eli
gible for TANF, and some local departments have staff that
provide job training services through the VIEW program.
Other departments, however, partner with outside organiza
tions that provide skills assessments, job readiness, and life
skills training.
Local department eligibility workers use ADAPT to determine
eligibility for TANF. The Income Eligibility Verification System
(IEVS) is then used to verify income and other information
about clients to ensure they are eligible for the program.
Energy Assistance Program. This temporary benefit pro
gram helps low-income households meet their immediate
home energy needs through fuel, crisis, cooling, and weatheri
zation assistance. Local staff determine eligibility for the pro
gram, and the State authorizes and makes payments to
vendors on behalf of the recipient. The subsidy reduces or
eliminates a portion of the cost for these services that the re
cipient’s household must pay.
Local department staff use the State-provided Energy Assis
tance System (EAS) to generate authorization documentation,
which is mailed by the State DSS to both recipients and ven
dors. The EAS automatically approves or rejects applicants
and based on income and other factors determines the
amount of the benefit if the applicant is approved. Once an
applicant is approved, the EAS is also used to authorize and
monitor vendor payments.
Benefit Program Eligibility Requirements Are Varied and
Voluminous. A good example of the variation in requirements
across benefit programs is the income threshold. The income
eligibility threshold for Medicaid is at or below 65 percent of
the federal poverty level (FPL), while it is 130 percent of the
FPL for the Food Stamp program, and either 60 percent or 100
percent of the FPL for TANF depending on whether the appli
cant is exempt from work requirements. These differences in
federal requirements have made it challenging to integrate the
eligibility process across programs, and to develop information

Chapter 2: Program Caseloads, Funding, and Performance

15

systems that can address and coordinate the various rules and
requirements.
The Medicaid, food stamp,
and TANF manuals alone
total more than 3,000
pages.

The requirements for most benefit programs are voluminous
as well. Eligibility workers at local departments must be
knowledgeable about all of these requirements, and keep upto-date as the requirements change and evolve over time.
Figure 4 shows the manuals that an eligibility supervisor in a
class III agency in southwest Virginia uses and maintains. The
Medicaid, food stamp, and TANF manuals alone total more
than 3,000 pages.

Figure 4
Manuals and Handbooks for Eligibility Programs Used by
a Local Department Eligibility Supervisor
Source: JLARC staff photograph.

Benefit Program Caseloads and Funding Have Grown Steadily Since 2000
As Tables 2 and 3 show, all major benefit programs have ex
perienced caseload and funding growth in recent years. En
ergy assistance caseloads in particular have risen
substantially, increasing 46 percent between 2000 and 2004.
Some of these trends are not unique to Virginia. For example,
food stamp caseloads are up 39 percent nationwide during the
same time period. While Medicaid program funding is by far
the largest program expenditure, the Food Stamp program is
the largest of the locally-administered social services pro
grams. Since 2000, there has been a 59 percent increase in
food stamp funding, most of which comes from the federal
government. The nationwide increase in Food Stamp program
funds during the same time period has been 64 percent.
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Table 2
Recent Caseload Trends for Benefit Programs
Source: State DSS Information Resource Book, 2005.

Energy Assistance1
Food Stamp2
Medicaid3
TANF3
1

2000 Caseload
98,604
339,568
338,096
33,584

2004 Caseload
143,979
436,637
417,2504
34,436

Change in Caseload
Since 2000
46%
29
23
3

2004 Program
Funding (millions)
$28.6
421.3
3,460
116.9

Change in Program
Funding Since 2000
6%
59
44
19

Total annual households served.
Average monthly recipients.
Average monthly cases.
4
This number is an estimate of 2004 Medicaid enrollees.
2
3

Table 3
Funding Trends for Benefit Programs
Source: State DSS Information Resource Book, 2005.

Energy Assistance
Food Stamp
Medicaid1
TANF
1

2000 Program
Funding (millions)
$27.0
265.7
2,410
98.5

Payments funded by the Department of Medical Assistance Services.

The nature of the work required to administer these programs
is changing as well, both in Virginia and nationally. State DSS
and local department staff both report an increase in the com
plexity of Medicaid cases, especially new cases in certain lo
calities dealing with long-term care or asset transfers. Officials
in other states also are noting an increase in both the volume
and complexity of Medicaid cases due to the aging of the na
tion’s population.
Benefit Program Performance Is Mixed Compared to State Targets
Program caseloads are essentially the collective “outputs” of
the 120 local departments. Beyond tracking these caseloads,
program performance can be measured in other ways as well.
The State DSS also collects some outcome-oriented perform
ance information, which JLARC staff have grouped into two
categories consistent with House Joint Resolution 193: (1)
quality measures and (2) timeliness measures. While fully as
sessing performance against true outcome measures is diffi
cult, gauging the State’s progress on some of these existing
measures against State-defined targets provides insight into
Virginia’s performance administering benefit programs.
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Two of the largest benefit programs in terms of program
spending are the Food Stamp program and TANF. To assess
the quality of the system’s delivery of these programs, JLARC
staff identified three performance measures for which current
data is available:
• Food stamp participation, which is the number of program
participants divided by the number of potentially eligible
participants, based on the number of people below the
2000 Census poverty level;
• Food stamp payment error rate, which is a measure of er
roneous issuance of benefits; and
• TANF job retention rate, which is the percentage of partici
pants who are employed at least three months after their
first employment date.
JLARC staff also identified measures of timeliness for the
Food Stamp and Medicaid programs, again based on currently
available data.
• Food stamp application processing timeliness, which is the
percentage of food stamp applications processed within
the 30-day time limit for regular applications and 7 days for
expedited applications; and
• Medicaid application processing timeliness, which is the
number of Medicaid applications processed within a 45
day time limit.
As shown in Table 4, the State is close to, but falls short of its
performance targets for some of these measures. There are
not specific federal requirements for most of these measures.
However, Virginia has in the past received performance bo
nuses for ranking high nationally in the TANF program and re
ceived performance bonuses in 2002, 2003, and 2004.

Table 4
Selected Benefit Program Quality and Timeliness Measures
Source: State DSS Information Resource Book, 2005, and State DSS Division of Quality Management.

QUALITY MEASURES
Food stamp participation rate1
Food stamp payment error rate2
TANF job retention rate3
TIMELINESS MEASURES
Food stamp applications processed in 30 or 7 days1
Medicaid applications processed in 45 days4
1

Latest Statewide Data

State Target

74.8%
5.71
72.4

80%
3% or less
75

98.8
88.8

97
90

Data are from July 2005.
Data are from October 2004-April 2005.
3
Data are from June 2004- May 2005.
4
Data are from June 2005.
2
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MOST SERVICE PROGRAM CASELOADS AND FUNDING ARE GROWING,
BUT PERFORMANCE IS MIXED
Local departments administer a number of programs that are
designed to provide support or protection to Virginia’s vulner
able children and adults. Caseloads for these programs have
grown, as has funding. Virginia’s performance in these pro
gram areas is generally below State and federal requirements.
Local Departments Administer Programs That Provide Support
and Protective Services to Children and Adults
Local departments conduct a range of activities, including re
sponding to complaints of abuse of both children and adults,
arranging for foster care and adoptive services for children,
and either directly providing or arranging for numerous coun
seling, treatment, and support services. Each of the major
service programs administered by local departments is briefly
described below.
Child Care and Development. This program seeks to en
hance the quality, affordability, and supply of child care avail
able to families through an annual federal award fund. Local
department staff determine eligibility as well as distribute fund
ing to child care centers for services to eligible families. State
DSS staff are responsible for licensing child care centers and
enforcing regulations. The State establishes payment rates.
Adoption and Foster Care. The purpose of adoption is to
place children who have been legally separated from their birth
parents with a new family, giving the new parents the same
rights and obligations as biological parents. Foster Care pro
vides temporary room, board, and services until a child can re
turn to his or her family, or be placed in an adoptive home or
another permanent foster care placement. To administer
these programs, local social workers conduct a range of activi
ties, including arranging for foster care placement with foster
families and in residential facilities and, when appropriate, fa
cilitating adoptions. The legal aspects of guardianship in
volved in adoption and foster care also require local social
workers to frequently interact with the judicial system, and tes
tify in custody cases or provide evidence. Local department
staff use the On-line Automated Services Information System
(OASIS) to capture information about children in these pro
grams, and then report that information as required to the
State and federal levels.
Child Protective Services (CPS). This program provides
services to protect children from abuse and neglect and to
preserve families to the greatest extent possible. Local de
partments receive reports of abuse and neglect, investigate
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and determine the validity of reports, and provide services to
enhance child safety and prevent further abuse and neglect.
Local CPS workers are on call 24 hours a day on a rotational
basis and must be prepared to respond to complaints and is
sues as they arise, acting in what they believe to be the best
interest of the child. The CPS, Foster Care, and Adoption
programs are closely related and are evolving to become a
more integrated set of programs focused on the safety of chil
dren, preservation of families, and permanency of living situa
tions for children. Local CPS workers also use the OASIS
system to capture and report information about cases.
Adult Service Programs. One of the primary goals of these
programs is to protect and empower vulnerable adults and
provide them the opportunity for independence. Under the
umbrella of adult services programs are sub-programs such as
home-based care and companion services for disabled or eld
erly adults; Adult Protective and Domestic Violence Prevention
Services that investigate and address complaints of abuse
against adults; and auxiliary grants to offset the costs of care
in assisted living facilities. Local department staff directly pro
vide or arrange for services for clients in each of these pro
gram areas. Until recently, there was no statewide automated
system to capture information about these programs. How
ever, the State DSS has developed an Adult Services / Adult
Protective Services (ASAPS) system to collect information
about recipients and the types of service they receive.
Service Program Decisions Require Interpretation and
Judgment. As with benefit programs, the standards and re
quirements for service programs are extensive. In addition,
local staff must often use subjective judgment when making
decisions about the well-being of children and adults, espe
cially in the Adult and Child Protective Services, Adoption, and
Foster Care programs. The well-being and safety—and, at
times, the lives—of children can be at stake when, for exam
ple, determining whether to remove a child from a home. Lo
cal social workers often must make important decisions based
on program requirements, local expectations and practices,
and their own judgment. JLARC’s December 2004 assess
ment of CPS found that in the majority of cases, local social
workers made appropriate decisions that appeared to be in the
best interest of children. Local social workers also spend
more time in the field than eligibility workers and are required
to conduct home visits, coordinate with other agencies to pro
vide treatment, and appear in court to testify at removal hear
ings and other legal proceedings.
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Service Program Caseloads and Funding Have Increased Since 2000
As shown in Tables 5 and 6, caseloads and funding for all ma
jor service programs except adult service programs have in
creased since 2000. However, despite this decline in adult
service caseloads, some local departments report an inability
to meet adult services needs. Adoption caseloads in particular
have increased substantially, partially as a result of the in
creased emphasis on moving children out of foster care and
into permanent living situations. Foster care caseloads have
increased less dramatically, but funding in the foster care area
has grown substantially since 2000 and now totals more than
$117 million annually. Nationally, foster care funding has also
increased substantially. State DSS, local departments, and
other state officials note that the rise in medical costs for spe
cialized treatment services and a general increase in the com
plexity of the issues faced by some children in foster care,
such as severe behavioral problems or substance abuse,
Table 5
Recent Caseload Trends for Service Programs
Source: State DSS Information Resource Book, 2005; VDSS and JLARC Report: Review of Child Protective Services in Virginia,
2004.

Adult services1

2000 Caseloads
No data

2004 Caseloads
No data

Change in Caseload
Since 2000 (percent)
No data

Home-based
Auxiliary grant

5,990
6,714

5,777
6,386

-4%
-5

3,617
7,105
No data
29,069

6,496
8,055
28,695
32,148

80
13
No data
11

Adoption
Foster care
Child care
CPS2
1

Historical caseload data is not available for all adult services programs; therefore, overall trend information is not provided.
Total completed CPS complaints.

2

Table 6
Recent Funding Trends for Service Programs
Source: State DSS Information Resource Book, 2005; State DSS 2004 Program Report, Adult Services; and JLARC Report: Re
view of Child Protective Services in Virginia, 2005.

Adult Services1
Home-based
Auxiliary grant

Adoption
Foster Care
Child Care
CPS
1

2000 Program Funding
(millions)
No data

2004 Program
Funding (millions)
No data

Change in
Program Funding
Since 2000 (percent)
No data

$15.6
22.2

$16.4
19.1

5%
-14

21.7
63.9
117.1
19.7

43.3
117.1
139.5
21.32

100
83
19
8

Historical funding data is not available for all adult services programs; therefore, overall trend information is not provided.
Estimated CPS Allocation from 2004 JLARC report on CPS.

2
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are driving the cost of foster care higher each year. Finally,
child care program funding is the largest single service pro
gram area in terms of funding at nearly $140 million in 2004.
Service Program Performance Compared to Evolving State Targets
and Federal Standards is Mixed
As with benefits programs, service program caseloads are the
collective outputs of the 120 local departments. The concept
of more outcome-oriented performance measures is evolving
for many service programs, in part because of a fundamental
shift in the way that the federal government defines and evalu
ates performance for child welfare programs.
In 2004, the Children’s Bureau of the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services conducted a Child and Family
Services Review (CFSR) in Virginia. The review assessed the
State’s performance on seven child welfare outcomes related
to child safety, permanency, and well-being, and seven sys
temic factors pertaining to the State’s ability to achieve positive
outcomes for children who enter the child welfare system. The
review gave Virginia high marks in four of 14 measures, but
also found significant areas in which improvement is needed.
In response, Virginia has drafted a Program Improvement Plan
(PIP) to address the improvement areas identified by the fed
eral review. The collection of data based on new outcome
measures and the implementation of the PIP are still under
way, making the assessment of Virginia’s performance in the
service program areas a work in progress. However, gauging
the State’s progress on some of these measures against
State-defined targets and other benchmarks, particularly State
or federal requirements, does provide insight into the perform
ance of Virginia’s service programs.
The service programs that comprise the majority of local de
partment time and resources are the Adoption, Foster Care,
and CPS Programs. There is minimal available information
about the quality and timeliness of services provided for the
Adult Service programs. To assess the quality of the system’s
delivery of the remaining major service programs, JLARC staff
identified three performance measures based on currently
available data:
•
Recurrence of child maltreatment, which is the ratio of chil
dren with a founded case of child abuse or neglect that
had a previous founded report within the preceding two
years (In 2004, JLARC assessed the State’s performance
in CPS);
•
Percentage of adoptions from foster care, which is the per
centage of children in foster care that are adopted; and
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•

Percent stability in first year of foster care, which is the
percentage of children in foster care who have no more
than two foster care homes during the first year in care.

JLARC staff also identified three measures of timeliness for
which current data was available:
•
Percentage of reunification in first year of foster care,
which is the percentage of children in care reunited with
their families within 12 months of entering care;
•
Percentage of adoptions finalized in two years in foster
care, which is the percentage of children adopted within 24
months of entering foster care; and
•
Average time in foster care, which is the average number
of months a child remains in foster care.
As shown in Table 7, the State’s performance measured
against State targets and federal requirements is mixed.
While CPS and other service programs are minimizing the re
currence of maltreatment for children, State targets and fed
eral requirements for most measures of adoption and foster
care quality and timeliness are not being met. This is partly
because the targets and requirements for three of the meas
ures cited in these areas were recently increased in response
to the 2004 federal Child and Family Services review. The
State is, however, very near its targets for stability in the first
year of foster care and adoption finalized within the first two
years in foster care.

Table 7
Selected Service Program Quality and Timeliness Measures
Source: Child and Family Services Review; State DSS Division of Quality Management; Progress to Excellence, May 2005; and
Program Improvement Plan, State DSS.

QUALITY MEASURES
Recurrence of child maltreatment1
Percent adoptions from foster care2
Percent stability in first year of foster care1
TIMELINESS MEASURES
Percent of reunification in first year of foster
care1
Percent of adoptions finalized within two
years in foster care1
Average time in foster care3
1

Statewide
Data

State Target

Federal
Requirement

1.8%
3.2
86.1

4.5% or less
None4
88.65

6.1% or less
None4
86.7

69.6

755

76.2

20.3

21.25

32.0

30.3 months

None4

None4

Data are from April 2004 to March 2005.
2
Data are from fiscal year 2004.
3
Data are from fiscal year 2005.
4
State targets and federal standards in these areas have evolved to focus on other measures discussed below.
5
State targets are goals from Virginia’s PIP as required by the CFSR. Goal is for percent stability in first year of foster care by
December 2006, while the reunification within 12 months and adoptions within 24 months goals are by October 2006.
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Fully understanding the operations and performance of Vir
ginia’s social services system requires understanding the
complex environment that confronts local departments, and
their wide range of local characteristics, resources, and indi
vidual levels of performance, which are discussed in the next
chapter.
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In Summary...

Chapter

3

Local Structure and Performance

A major strength of Virginia’s social services system is its locallyadministered structure. Local administration is beneficial primarily because it allows local departments to operate with flexibility and develop
the local relationships and partnerships that are critical to functioning
effectively. However, access to important resources, such as funding
and experienced, highly qualified staff, varies substantially among local
departments. Some departments that lack these resources struggle,
and perform below State targets and federal requirements in multiple
program areas. These low levels of performance and lack of access to
resources at some departments are the major disadvantages to Virginia’s locally-administered system, and highlight the importance of effective State supervision and support.

This chapter evaluates the current structure of the social ser
vices system and the performance of local departments. It in
cludes a discussion of (1) the external factors that impact local
department caseloads; (2) the benefits of a structure with local
administration; (3) the variation in access to critical resources
and capabilities, including the lack of access at some local de
partments; and (4) the variation in performance among locali
ties, including the low performance of some departments.
EXTERNAL FACTORS LARGELY DETERMINE LOCAL DEPARTMENT CASELOADS
External factors beyond the control of local departments
largely determine the caseload and the nature of casework
that confronts them. Most program requirements are set by
the federal government, and the vast majority of remaining re
quirements are determined by the State. In fact, there are
more than 50 federal and State mandates that apply to local
departments of social services.
In addition to program requirements, the characteristics of the
locality that the department serves are beyond its control as
well. Some of these local characteristics are associated with
the caseloads at local departments. Of these characteristics,
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the size of the local population appears to have the greatest
association with Medicaid, food stamp, and TANF caseloads
at each local department. Population size also appears to
have a high association with the number of ongoing foster
care, adoption, and CPS cases for a local department. Other
local characteristics, including population density, percentage
of female-headed households, and percentage of non-English
speaking individuals also appear to have a moderate associa
tion with program caseloads in a given locality. Local eco
nomic conditions and poverty play a role as well. Because
these characteristics are outside the control of local depart
ments, the vast majority of the caseload is beyond local con
trol.
This variation in local characteristics leads to wide ranges of
caseload levels among Virginia’s 120 local departments. For
example:
• In 2004, Richmond City had 30,546 clients participating in
the Food Stamp program, accounting for nearly seven per
cent of the statewide total. Rappahannock, by contrast,
had only 136 persons participating in the Food Stamp pro
gram, less than .03 percent of the statewide total. Figure 5
shows the distribution of food stamp cases by locality.

Figure 5
Food Stamp Cases by Locality
Source: State DSS data, 2004.

Localities
LEGEND
FS_Part / <None>
120
to 1,158
120.0
- 1158.0
1158.1 - 2078.0
2078.1
4041.0
1,159
to -2,078
4041.1 - 30546.0

2,079 to 4,041
4,042 to 30,546
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•
•

Virginia Beach received 7,139 Medicaid applications in
2004, or nearly six percent of the statewide total. Radford
received only 79 Medicaid applications, or .06 percent.
Fairfax County had an average of 466 children in foster
care in 2004, or nearly six percent of the statewide total.
Bath County had an average of only four children in foster
care, or .05 percent of the statewide total. Figure 6 shows
the distribution of foster care children by locality.

The locally-administered nature of Virginia’s system provides
each department with flexibility to respond to these differing
caseloads as they see fit. As discussed below, this flexibility is
among the most important advantages of a locallyadministered system.

Figure 6
Children in Foster Care by Locality
Source: State DSS data, 2004

LEGEND
Legend
1 to 12
Localities

FC_Kids / <None>
131.0
to -33
12.0
12.1 - 33.0

3433.1
to 96
- 96.0
96.1 - 567.0

97 to 567
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LOCAL ADMINISTRATION IS STRENGTH OF VIRGINIA’S SYSTEM
Virginia’s locally-administered social services system has two
major benefits. These are the ability of local departments to
exercise operational flexibility to meet local needs, and to de
velop important local relationships and partnerships. Both of
these benefits appear critical to effectively delivering social
service programs to individuals and families in Virginia.
Local Departments Can Operate with Flexibility
Because each local department independently administers so
cial services programs, it can operate as it believes necessary
within federal and State regulations. This flexibility, which
would not be present in a State-administered system, allows
local directors and staff to determine how best to meet the
needs of the individuals and families they serve.
Local Departments Tailor Program Strategies to Their Lo
calities. Within the parameters of program requirements and
standards, local departments have significant flexibility to de
termine the appropriate strategies to administer programs.
This allows each local department to determine the unique
needs of the citizens in their jurisdiction and employ the most
appropriate strategies to meet those needs. Local depart
ments also can adapt quickly to changing local characteristics.
The economic and cultural diversity across the State impacts
the caseload levels and nature of the casework that confronts
local departments, and the types of program strategies that
may be needed to manage those caseloads.
For example, the economic conditions in Northern Virginia dif
fer significantly from the economic conditions in southside Vir
ginia. While this certainly has an impact on the percentage of
citizens in these respective areas that receive assistance, it
also has an impact on the needs of those populations. The
service and information-based economy of Northern Virginia
means that citizens need different skills to keep and maintain
employment than they might in the more seasonal economy of
parts of southside Virginia. Local department staff in both of
these regions talked about how they must specifically tailor job
training services to account for these subtle, but critically im
portant differences.
Other variations in local conditions require differing strategies
as well. For example, the availability of public transportation in
cities like Richmond creates a different environment for local
needs than in less densely populated rural areas in southwest
Virginia. Local workers in southwest Virginia must spend more
time securing transportation for individuals and families to and
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from the local department of social services, to other organiza
tions that will provide services, and to places of employment.
Most cities also have concentrations of public housing or as
sisted living facilities. To account for this, staff in the City of
Bristol provide targeted outreach in these areas to identify
needs and provide services. Other more rural localities may
have individuals with needs scattered across a wide geo
graphic area, making it much more difficult to provide services
or conduct outreach in such a targeted manner. Similar differ
ences in the availability of child care, access to treatment ser
vices, and the history and culture of the individuals and
families that comprise a locality also impact the strategies that
local departments must employ.
Finally, because of their knowledge of the community and
geographic proximity in the locality, local departments can
adapt and provide services quickly when natural disasters or
other unexpected emergencies occur. Directors and staff at
several local departments recounted the important role that
their department played in responding to immediate local
needs for government assistance during recent hurricanes and
other unexpected events. These responses included facilitat
ing food and shelter for clients and serving as a central coordi
nator for both government and non-profit assistance.
Local Departments Use Flexibility to Determine Their Or
ganizational Structure. Nearly all local departments exercise
the flexibility to create their own organizational structure to
best meet their internal and client needs. The different sizes
and strengths and weaknesses of staff at each local depart
ment place a premium on the ability of each local director to
determine how to best organize the department. For example,
larger departments require more administrative support and of
ten distribute responsibility across different staff, allowing them
to specialize in certain programs or aspects of client service.
Some of these departments also have dedicated intake work
ers who ask preliminary screening questions of all clients, then
route them to the appropriate benefit or service program staff
who specialize in certain program areas. Larger departments
may also have case aides, clerical staff, and other administra
tive support staff that help front-line staff or specialize in cer
tain areas of administration, such as IT.
In contrast, smaller departments often do not have enough
staff to allow them to specialize in certain areas and do not re
quire as much administrative support. Front-line staff at most
smaller departments work in multiple program areas and are
responsible for administrative tasks as needed. For example,
a benefit program supervisor at one small local department
also served as the IT manager for the department.
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Two local departments visited by JLARC staff also tailor their
organizational structures based on the strengths and charac
teristics of their staff. For example, a few local departments
now distinguish between managing new and ongoing
caseloads. These departments noted that staff who prefer a
dynamic environment may be better at managing a rolling list
of new cases, while other staff who enjoy consistency and de
veloping long-term relationships with clients may prefer to
manage ongoing caseloads.
Local Departments Develop Important Relationships and Partnerships
Because many services are delivered at the local level, organ
izational and personal relationships between the local depart
ment of social services and other organizations that share a
similar mission are important. Virginia’s locally-administered
system allows departments to develop relationships with other
government organizations and partnerships with non
government organizations that may provide similar or com
plementary services.

Other States Report
Similar Benefits
North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Colorado
also have locallyadministered social services
systems. Officials from
these states also said that
local administration was a
strength of their system because it provided the ability
to be flexible, tailor strategies, and build relationships
at the local level.

Local Directors and Staff Work Closely with Other Local
Government Entities. The complex nature of the issues most
social service programs try to address necessitates working
closely with the law enforcement community, courts, and the
school system.
Each of these entities is also locallyadministered, which facilitates the development of important
relationships between directors and staff at local departments
of social services and these other local government institu
tions. For example, the legal aspects of Child Protective Ser
vices (CPS), foster care, and adoption require local service
workers to routinely attend and testify at court proceedings.
Over time, these service workers develop important relationships with judges, court staff, and members of the law enforcement community.
These relationships enable local
departments and other parties involved to more effectively col
laborate in achieving solutions that serve the interest of chil
dren and families.
Local directors over time also develop important relationships
with local government decision-making bodies and officials, in
cluding city councils, county administrators, and local govern
ment budget staff. These relationships often facilitate local
governments’ understanding of the complex funding process
and the need to provide local funds to support local social ser
vice needs. According to many local directors, these important
local relationships help them sustain the more than $165 mil
lion that local governments contribute to Virginia’s social ser
vices system each year.
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Local Departments Partner with Other Non-governmental
Organizations. Local departments also develop partnerships
with non-governmental organizations with similar missions.
These organizations include non-profit service providers that
offer life-skills training, job-readiness training, and counseling
services for substance abuse or depression. They also in
clude churches and local clothing and food banks. Though
there are not always formal partnerships with these organiza
tions, this informal network is a valuable resource that social
services staff use to meet local needs. For example, when an
individual or family does not qualify for a specific program, or
when the individual or family needs services that are not pro
vided by the local department of social services, many local
departments will place them in contact with non-government
organizations that may be able to help.
Finally, some local department staff, especially in smaller com
munities, serve on multiple boards and organizations that in
crease their visibility within the community. Numerous local
staff at smaller departments reported serving on school
boards, parent-teacher associations, local task forces, United
Way campaigns and other local charity initiatives, and serve
as mentors and role models in the community. The relation
ships that are developed through these venues appear to help
facilitate community understanding of social services pro
grams, and keep local department staff informed about chang
ing local needs.
LOCALLY-ADMINISTERED SYSTEM CONTRIBUTES TO WIDE VARIATION
IN RESOURCES AND CAPABILITIES OF LOCAL DEPARTMENTS
One of the major trade-offs in a locally-administered system is
the wide variation in the resources and capabilities of local de
partments. While some departments have access to re
sources and have developed the capabilities necessary to
effectively administer their programs, other localities are im
peded by limited resources and capabilities. These differ
ences place some local departments at a disadvantage as
they strive to serve their locality.
Availability of Funds Varies Substantially and Some Local Departments
Lack Ability to Obtain Needed Funds
Local departments receive funding from the federal govern
ment, the State, and their respective local government. These
funds, especially administrative funds, are an important re
source for local departments to fund staff salaries, supplies,
travel, and other overhead expenses. Increases in these ad
ministrative funds allow local departments to hire more staff,
which is one of the most important ways to respond to the
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changes in caseload and the nature of casework caused by
external factors.
The availability of funds across Virginia’s 120 departments var
ies considerably. This is in part driven by the different levels of
revenue that local governments have at their disposal. For
example, while Arlington had $2,986 in local revenue per cap
ita in 2004, Smyth had only $514. This wide range in access
to funds can force some departments to be resourceful in their
efforts to raise additional funding by, for example, independ
ently applying for small grants to supplement existing levels of
funding. Chapter 4 will provide more information about the
variation in local access to administrative funding and its im
pact on local departments.
Some Local Departments Lack Program Expertise and Experienced Directors and Staff

High and Low Local
Performance
JLARC staff selected eight of
the performance measures
discussed in Chapter 2 to
also characterize local per
formance in Chapter 3. For
this chapter, JLARC staff
identified a local department
as high-performing if it per
formed above the State tar
get or federal requirement on
five of the eight measures. A
low-performing local depart
ment is defined as one that
falls at least 15 percent be
low the State target or fed
eral requirement on at least
three of the eight measures
selected.

The ability and expertise of the local director and staff are per
haps the most valuable resources for a local department.
Those with experienced, well-informed directors and staff gen
erally appear to be able to navigate the complex environment
and have sufficient program and administrative expertise
within their department. Examples from high-performing de
partments illustrate the importance of expertise and experi
enced directors and staff.
Experienced and Well-informed Local Directors Provide
an Advantage. Several directors at departments visited by
JLARC staff appeared particularly knowledgeable and effec
tive. For example, the Shenandoah Valley director is a former
State DSS Commissioner and has decades of experience in
local and regional offices. Supervisors and staff at this local
department repeatedly said that without the director’s exper
tise and experience about funding, program requirements, and
Virginia’s social services system, they would not be able to se
cure resources and perform as efficiently and effectively as
they do. In Franklin City, when asked about why his depart
ment has generally been able to obtain a relatively higher per
centage of local funds, the director cited the support of local
government. The director noted that part of this support is
based on his characterization of the locality’s contribution each
year as an investment in the community that provides a higher
return than other local spending because of the matched fed
eral dollars that are brought into and often spent in the locality.
Experienced Program and Administrative Staff Are Critical
to Local Operations. The three eligibility supervisors in Lee
County have an average of 29 years of experience. The direc
tor repeatedly referred to this experience and believed it al
lowed Lee to perform well in the benefits program areas and
manage recent increases in local caseloads for benefit pro-
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grams. Administrative staff at several high-performing de
partments also had significant experience and knowledge, par
ticularly in human resources and financial management. The
directors at these local departments underscored how their
ability to navigate the system was an important advantage,
and how it made their departments more efficient and effective
in part because they could focus on other important areas.
Some departments appear
at a disadvantage because
of the lack of experience
and abilities of their direc
tor or staff.

In contrast, some departments appear at a disadvantage be
cause of the lack of experience and abilities of their director or
staff. Some local departments report difficulties retaining ex
perienced staff, and challenges in hiring qualified staff to re
place them. Others are led by directors who are new to the
system, or do not have the appropriate background to run a
local department. One recently hired local director readily ad
mitted to being woefully under-prepared for the demands of
the position and felt at a loss as to how to prepare and admin
ister a budget and run the department. Chapter 5 will provide
more information about local directors and staffing and the
human resource challenges confronting the system.

Some Local Departments Lack the Ability to Effectively Plan
and Make Management Decisions
The ability to plan and make decisions about programs and
the allocation of resources is a critical resource local depart
ments need to operate efficiently and effectively. To conduct
such planning, local departments need important information
about current or projected local conditions, upcoming changes
in program requirements, operational measures of timeliness
and quality within the local department, and a clear under
standing of how their actions over time impact client outcomes.
Some local departments appear to have strong abilities in this
area or demonstrate resourcefulness in creating the data and
processes to plan and make management decisions.
For example, Hanover County has a formal quality manage
ment program that features a comprehensive, ongoing plan
ning process to improve its operations and decision-making.
The program includes defining output and outcome goals,
measuring progress against those goals by collecting data and
conducting internal and client surveys, and routinely adjusting
plans as needed based on their progress. This planning is
also linked to Hanover’s local budget process, which allows
the county to prioritize and make decisions based on the funds
that are available to operate. In 2004, this program was rec
ognized by the National Association of Counties, receiving an
achievement award for outstanding and innovative programs.
Lynchburg collects approximately 160 data elements on an
ongoing basis and uses those to support local decision-making
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about whether to change program strategies. The city tracks
progress against these 160 measures in a single conference
room with “white boards” on all walls that include data about
their program operations and client base. Some of these
measures are not available in the State-provided IT systems
and are therefore collected separately by Lynchburg staff. The
Lynchburg staff believe that having this data allows them to
plan better, and make more informed decisions about how to
change strategies or resources to improve performance.

These departments appear
to operate in a reactive,
ad-hoc manner that pre
vents them from taking
a data-driven, strategic
approach to improving
their operations.

However, smaller departments (class I and II) do not have the
staff to undertake these separate activities to support their
planning and decision-making. Without these important capa
bilities, these departments appear to operate in a reactive, adhoc manner that prevents them from taking a data-driven, stra
tegic approach to improving their operations. Directors at sev
eral low-performing local departments cited their inability to
adequately plan their operations and make data-driven man
agement decisions. These departments rely heavily on the
State-provided IT systems and the State DSS staff for support
in these areas, again highlighting the important role of the
State for certain departments in Virginia’s locally-administered
system. Chapter 6 will discuss the extent to which Stateprovided IT systems support local management and decisionmaking.

Local Departments in Rural Localities Have Limited Opportunities
to Coordinate with Other Organizations
Local departments of social services alone cannot meet the
many needs of their locality’s individuals and families. Conse
quently, coordinating with other organizations that seek to
achieve similar outcomes is an important potential resource for
some local departments. Some local departments have both
the desire and opportunity to coordinate with other organiza
tions, thereby capitalizing on one of the key benefits of Vir
ginia’s locally-administered system. For example, Fairfax
spoke at length of its significant emphasis on working with
non-profit and for-profit organizations that provide similar or
complementary services. The director also noted that Fairfax
and other localities have the opportunity to do this because
such organizations are present in their locality.
Other local departments expressed a desire or need to coordi
nate with other organizations, but indicated that they lacked
such organizations in their locality or region. For example, a
number of local departments in southwest Virginia and other
rural localities across the State noted that this lack of potential
partners results in critical gaps in the services available to in
dividuals and families in their locality. One such department
noted a large increase in substance abuse cases through CPS
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and foster care, but expressed frustration about helping its cli
ents, because there were no substance abuse treatment clin
ics in the locality.
A NUMBER OF LOCAL DEPARTMENTS DEMONSTRATE LOW PERFORMANCE
Along with the variation in local department access to impor
tance resources and capabilities, a locally-administered sys
tem also results wide variation in performance across the 120
local departments. Figures 7 and 8 show the performance
levels of local departments in relation to State targets and fed
eral requirements for selected benefit and service measures.
While some departments appear to perform above State tar
gets and federal requirements, based on the limited perform
ance data that is available, it appears that a substantial
number of local departments demonstrate low performance in
single or multiple measures of program performance. For ex
ample, 62 local departments fell short of the State target of 80
percent for food stamp participation. Thirty-one localities fell at
least 15 percent below the target. Sixty-five local departments

Figure 7
Local Departments in Relation to State Targets for Selected
Benefit Performance Measures
Source: JLARC analysis of State DSS data from FY 2004 and 2005.
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Figure 8
Local Departments in Relation to Federal Requirements for Selected
Service Performance Measures
Source: JLARC analysis of State DSS data from FY 2004 and 2005.
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missed the State target of 75 percent for TANF job retention,
while in 19 localities fewer than 60 percent of TANF recipients
retained their job longer than three months. Eleven depart
ments processed fewer than three-quarters of the Medicaid
applications within the targeted timeframes.
Similar trends exist in measures of local service program per
formance. For example, 48 local departments fell short of the
federal requirement for 87 percent stability in the first year of
foster care. Forty-nine departments missed the federal re
quirement for 32 percent of adoptions finalized within two
years in foster care, while 38 departments fell 15 percent or
more below the federal requirement.
More concerning than those departments below performance
targets or requirements on a single program measure, are
those low-performing departments that fall below State target
or federal requirements for multiple programs. Based on the
data available, there appear to be 12 departments that perform
at least 15 percent below the State target or requirement on
three or more performance measures.
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Addressing these lowperforming departments
is partly a local responsi
bility, but doing so will
also require effective State
supervision and support.

Although fully assessing the performance of individual local
departments was not the focus of this review, these lowperforming local departments should be concerning to both the
locality they serve and the State DSS. Addressing these lowperforming departments is partly a local responsibility, but do
ing so will also require effective State supervision and support.
More broadly, the lack of access to important resources and
capabilities of some departments with performance below tar
gets and requirements underscores the importance of strong
State supervision and support. If effective, this supervision
and support can help local departments compensate for re
source and performance gaps. The remaining chapters of this
report focus on the resources and capabilities discussed in this
chapter, and the adequacy of supervision and support pro
vided by the State.
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In Summary...

Chapter

4

Local Administrative Funding

Adequate funding is an essential resource for local departments, especially administrative funds to pay staff salaries. Overall, total administrative funds for local departments have increased 25 percent to $385 million over the past five years, but this increase has not consistently
followed the changes in caseloads and program funds discussed in
Chapter 2. During this time the local government portion of these funds
has grown from 19 to 25 percent. Local governments with greater ability
to provide local funds have accounted for the vast majority of this increase, which appears to be driving further variation in local department
administrative funding. The current State DSS methodology to allocate
administrative funds does not account for local department caseloads or
ability to pay. Consequently, the General Assembly may want to consider requiring the State DSS to change the allocation methodology for
administrative funds.

As discussed in Chapter 3, funding is an important re
source for local departments. Local departments use
two major types of funding: program and administra
tive. Both types of funding have been increasing over
the past several years, but most local directors and
staff have major concerns with the sufficiency of ad
ministrative funding. Although administrative funding
provided to local departments has grown, the local gov
ernment share of that administrative funding has in
creased in recent years. This chapter illustrates how
this increased use of local funds is contributing to wide
variation in local department access to and use of ad
ministrative funds.
LOCAL DEPARTMENTS USE ADMINISTRATIVE FUNDING FOR STAFFING
AND OTHER ADMINISTRATIVE NEEDS
As discussed in Chapter 2, funding for most major so
cial services programs has increased substantially dur
ing the last five years. Overall, funding for locallyadministered programs (programs other than Licensing
and Child Support Enforcement) totaled approximately
$1.1 billion in FY 2005. Of this, federal funds com
prised 56 percent, State general funds comprised 27
percent, and local funds comprised 15 percent. The
remaining two percent is in-kind matching funds, which
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are transfer payments among governments for admin
istrative costs incurred at local government agencies
other than social services, but conducted on behalf of
the local department, such as helping to develop budg
ets. Approximately $763 million, or 67 percent of total
system funding (excluding Child Support Enforcement
and Licensing), was reimbursed to local departments of
social services. This funding can be grouped into two
main types of funds – program and administrative
funds:
• Program funds are used primarily to pay for ser
vices, such as purchasing counseling services for
individuals and families, or contracting with a non
profit organization to provide job training to VIEW
clients.
• Administrative funds pay for the administrative
costs associated with operating a local department,
such as personnel, office space, supplies, equip
ment, and travel. These administrative funds are
crucial to a department’s ability to manage its
caseload, which, as noted in Chapter 3, is largely
beyond its control.

There are two types of ad
ministrative funding cate
gories: (1) those for which
the State provides a por
tion of the funding, and (2)
those for which the State
provides no funds.

DSS allocates administrative funding to local depart
ments in nine separate funding categories to track local
department spending in various administrative areas.
As shown in Table 8, there are two types of administra
tive funding categories: (1) those for which the State
provides a portion of the funding, and (2) those for
which the State provides no funds, called “pass
through” funds by the State DSS.
Administrative Funding Categories with a State
Funding Contribution. As shown in Table 8, there
are five funding categories for which the State provides
a portion of the funding. Of these, the two main fund
ing categories (831 and 832) include administrative
funding for the major benefit and service programs, re
spectively. These two funding categories are the larg
est administrative funding categories, comprising over
60 percent of total administrative funding. Federal and
State funds account for 80 percent of the funding for
these categories, and 20 percent is local funding. The
remaining three funding categories require no local
funds.
Administrative Funding Categories with No State
Funding Contribution (Pass-Through). The four re
maining funding categories in Table 8 receive no State
funding, and are called “pass-through” funding catego
ries. These pass-through funding categories are
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Table 8
Summary of Major Administrative Funding Categories Used by Local Departments
Source: Locality Automated System for Expenditure Reimbursement (LASER) Manual, State DSS.

Funding Category

Description

Match Rates
Federal / State Local

Administrative Funding Categories with a State Funding Contribution
831 – eligibility administration
Chapter 4: Local Administrative Funding

832 – service administration

Costs such as personnel, office space, supplies, equipment, and travel for the administration of the financial assistance programs including TANF, food stamp, and Medicaid.

80%

20%

Costs for the administration of the various service programs including adoptions, adult ser
vices, child day care, CPS, and foster care / family preservation.

80%

20%

100%

0%

100%

0%

100%

0%

860 – energy administration

All administrative costs for energy assistance.

872 – VIEW purchased
services and administration

Costs related to the administration of the VIEW program. Funds are also used to purchase
allowable VIEW employment services for VIEW participants.

884 – local day care staff
allowance

Costs related to the administration of child day care.

Administrative Funding Categories with No State Funding Contribution (Pass-through)
Federal

Local

Administrative costs for financial assistance programs that exceed the approved State
reimbursement level or are locally-funded.

50%

50%

Administrative costs for service programs that exceed the approved State reimbursement
level or are locally-funded.

25%

75%

876 – Title IV-E administration
pass-through

Salary, fringe benefits, legal fees, and other administrative costs for Title IV-E staff who
work with Title IV-E eligible cases and/or conduct foster or adoptive home studies.

50%

50%

885 – child care administration
pass-through

Child care administrative expenditures that exceed the approved State reimbursement level
or are locally-funded.

51%

49%

842 – eligibility pass-through
847 – service pass-through

41

NOTE: In addition to the funding categories described in this table, there are several other minor funding categories that DSS classifies as administrative. These comprise less than
ten percent of total local administrative expenditures.
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funded entirely with federal and local funds. The local
match rate is either 49 or 50 percent, with the excep
tion of the service pass-through funding category (847),
which has a local match rate of 75 percent. Passthrough funding can be used if a local department ex
pends its federal/State allocation before the end of the
fiscal year and also has local money available to draw
down additional federal funds. If both of these criteria
are met, DSS will process the requests for federal
funds for the local department, and then forward the
federal funds to the department through the reim
bursement process.
ADMINISTRATIVE FUNDING FOR LOCAL DEPARTMENTS HAS INCREASED,
BUT IS NOT LINKED TO CHANGES IN CASELOAD
Administrative funding for local departments has been
increasing over the past several years, both from State
and other sources. Because this funding primarily
pays for staff to manage cases, the amount of adminis
trative funding each department receives should in
theory be linked—at least in part—to changes in
caseload that occur over time. However, data show
that on a statewide basis, there is no direct link be
tween administrative funding and caseloads. In addi
tion, DSS does not consider changes in caseloads
when allocating State and federal administrative funds
to the localities, which can lead to disparities between
funding and caseloads among local departments.
Overall Administrative Funding Has Increased
Since FY 1999, the first year for which local financial
data is available from DSS, total administrative funding
(for the nine funding categories described in Table 8)
for local departments increased 25 percent, from $307
million in 1999 to $385 million in 2004. As a point of
comparison, program funding increased 46 percent
during the same time period. On a statewide basis,
administrative funding comprised 55 percent of total lo
cal department expenditures in FY 2004 (excluding
benefit payments made by the State directly to recipi
ents).
Administrative Funding Levels and Allocation Methodology
Not Directly Linked to Caseloads
Administrative funding is critical to building capability
and hiring sufficient local staff to manage caseloads.
Consequently, changes in administrative funding levels
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should correspond with changes in caseload over time.
However, on a statewide basis, annual changes in
funding for the major administrative line items are not
consistent with annual changes in major benefit and
service program caseloads.

Medicaid Caseloads and
Administrative Funding
Administrative funding pro
vided by DMAS to the State
DSS, which is part of the 831
funding category intended to
help local departments con
duct Medicaid eligibility de
terminations, has outpaced
the increase in Medicaid
caseloads. In 1999, DMAS
provided $53.6 million to
DSS. By 2004, this transfer
doubled to $107 million.
Medicaid caseloads in
creased approximately 25
percent during that period.

Unclear Link Between Changes in Administrative
Funding and Major Benefit and Service Caseloads.
There is not always a direct relationship between
changes in caseloads and changes in the two main
funding categories that local departments use to fund
major benefit and service programs. Figure 9 illus
trates the changes in administrative funding for benefit
programs and changes in two major benefit program
caseloads. In five of the last nine years, changes in
food stamp and Medicaid caseloads and Statematched administrative funding for benefit programs
have trended in opposite directions. Pass-through
funding fluctuates widely, sometimes moving in the
same direction as changes in caseloads, and some
times not.

Figure 9
Changes in Food Stamp / Medicaid Caseloads and Main Administrative Funding
Categories for Benefit Program
Source: JLARC analysis of financial data from DSS's LASER system, and benefit program caseload data from ADAPT.
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The situation is similar, although not quite as striking,
for service program caseloads and administrative fund
ing. Changes in the State-funded funding category for
service administration and changes in caseloads for
adoption and foster care (the two largest service pro
grams) appear to move in the same direction much of
the time, but not at the same rate. Pass-through fund
ing again fluctuates widely, with upward spikes in 1996
and 2004.
However, the relationship between administrative fund
ing and caseloads is more direct when the Statefunded administrative funding categories and passthrough funding categories are combined. As shown in
Figure 10, changes in administrative funding for benefit
programs often move in the same direction as changes
in Medicaid and food stamp caseloads when passthrough funding is included, although not always at the
same rate.
The relationship between changes in administrative
funding for service programs and foster care and adop
tion caseloads is also more direct when pass-through
funding is included. This suggests that local depart
ments may be supplementing the State-funded funding
categories with local funding to keep pace with
changes in caseloads.

Figure 10
Relationship Between Changes in Food Stamp / Medicaid Caseloads
and Total Administrative Funding for Benefit Program
Source: JLARC analysis of financial data from DSS's LASER system, and benefit program caseload data from ADAPT.
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DSS Does Not Consider Caseloads When Allocat
ing Funds for State-Funded Administrative Funding
Categories. As stated in Chapter 1, DSS is responsi
ble for allocating federal and State funds to local de
partments of social services. For the two main admin
istrative funding categories for which the State provides
a contribution (831 and 832), DSS uses a “past-year”
funding allocation methodology, which means that local
departments receive approximately the same amount
of funding they received the year before. This method
ology has been in use since the late 1980s, and does
not account for changes in local characteristics, such
as population increases or regional economic down
turns or upturns, or resultant increases in local depart
ment caseloads that have occurred in individual locali
ties since that time. This methodology also does not
take into account factors that may affect a local gov
ernment’s ability to provide funding for social services.
However, these funding categories have increased
over time, primarily because of cost-of-living adjust
ments and increases in administrative funding to ac
count for significant program-driven events, such as
Welfare Reform in the mid-1990s.
One result of using this
"past-year" allocation
methodology for more
than 15 years is a disparity
at many local departments
between the administrative
funding they receive and
the caseload they manage.

One result of using this “past-year” allocation method
ology for more than 15 years is a disparity at many de
partments between the administrative funding they re
ceive and the caseload they manage. For more than
half of the local departments, State-matched adminis
trative funds for service programs would have to in
crease or decrease by more than 25 percent to match
their percentage of the statewide service caseload.
The same is true of 44 percent of local departments for
benefit program administrative funds.
Tables 9 and 10 list the local departments with the
greatest disparity between the portion of administrative
funding received and benefit and service caseloads.
The most extreme example of this disparity is Chester
field-Colonial Heights. In 2004, Chesterfield-Colonial
Heights had 2.82 percent of the total statewide benefits
caseload, but received only 1.29 percent of the Stateprovided funding for benefits administration. This
means that Chesterfield-Colonial Heights’ administra
tive funding for benefit programs (excluding passthrough) would need to more than double to reflect the
percentage of the statewide caseload it manages.
Chesterfield-Colonial Heights used pass-through fund
ing to try to narrow this gap, but there was still a 49
percent discrepancy between benefit caseloads and
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Table 9
Departments with the Largest Discrepancies
Between Benefit Caseloads and Administrative
Funding
Source: JLARC analysis of financial data from LASER and benefits pro
gram caseload data from ADAPT.

Local Department

Percentage of
Statewide
Benefit
Caseload

Percentage of
State-Matched
Administrative
Funding for
Benefit Cases
(831)

Caseloads Greater than Funding
Chesterfield-Colonial
Heights
Franklin
Hanover
Spotsylvania
Russell
Danville
Essex
Henry-Martinsville
Tazewell
Patrick

2.82%
0.90
0.58
0.90
0.93
1.83
0.27
1.85
1.30
0.40

1.29%
0.49
0.33
0.54
0.56
1.17
0.18
1.21
0.85
0.26

Caseloads Less than Funding
Highland
Charles City
Bath
Rappahannock
Goochland
New Kent
Surry

0.02%
0.09
0.04
0.05
0.11
0.07
0.13

0.08%
0.25
0.11
0.13
0.27
0.17
0.28

NOTE: The types of benefit cases included in this analysis are those that
comprise the majority of local department workload: food stamp, Medi
caid, and TANF.

administrative funding even after the department used
pass-through funds.
As shown in the tables, some departments receive
more funding than their caseloads on a percentage ba
sis, and some receive less. The major difference be
tween benefit and service programs is that there were
more localities where the percentage of funding was
greater than caseloads in the services area than the
benefits area. For service programs, 71 percent of the
departments received a higher percentage of adminis
trative funding than their percentage of the statewide
caseload. For benefit programs, 51 percent of the de
partments received a higher percentage of administra
tive funding than their percentage of the caseload.
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Table 10
Departments with the Largest Discrepancies
Between Service Caseloads and Administrative
Funding
Source: JLARC analysis of financial data from LASER and service program
caseload data from OASIS.

Local Department

Percentage
of Statewide
Service
Caseload

Percentage of
State-Matched
Administrative
Funding for
Service Cases
(832)

Caseloads Greater than Funding
King George
Harrisonburg-Rockingham
Stafford
Clarke
Shenandoah Valley

0.35%
1.86
1.28
0.23
2.35

0.20%
1.09
0.77
0.14
1.50

Caseloads Less than Funding
Charles City
Lancaster
Southampton
Franklin
Appomattox
Nelson
Surry
Brunswick
Mathews
Middlesex
Lunenburg
Pittsylvania
Greensville-Emporia
Washington
Manassas Park
Powhatan

0.01%
0.03
0.07
0.04
0.06
0.05
0.09
0.10
0.05
0.07
0.05
0.29
0.17
0.30
0.08
0.09

0.20%
0.21
0.40
0.19
0.27
0.19
0.30
0.30
0.15
0.20
0.14
0.80
0.43
0.75
0.16
0.18

Note: The types of cases included in service caseload include CPS,
foster care, and adoption. Insufficient local department data is available
for adult service programs.

Other Organizations Use More Comprehensive
Funding Methodologies. For many of the smaller de
partments, it may be appropriate that funding is greater
than caseloads, because there is some minimum level
of funding needed to run a local department, regard
less of its caseload. However, as mentioned, other
measures could be considered in addition to caseloads
when the State DSS allocates State/federal funding to
local departments. For example, some local depart
ments of social services indicated that, in addition to
caseloads, they take into account changes in popula
tion, poverty, and unemployment when assessing local
needs as part of their local budget development proc
ess.
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Pennsylvania Considers
Local Needs
Pennsylvania collects
detailed, needs-based
budget plans from its local
departments. The plan
includes a detailed budget
justification, which requires
linking resource requests
to changes in local
caseloads or characteris
tics and the ability to meet
program mandates.

Other states with locally-administered systems and
other Virginia agencies also use more comprehensive
funding methodologies. For example, Pennsylvania
collects budget justifications from its local departments
of social services. These justifications require local
departments to link funding requests to changes in
caseloads and other factors. In Virginia, other State
agencies use more comprehensive methodologies than
the State DSS. For example, funding for local health
departments is based in part on a locality’s ability to
pay. Similarly, Virginia’s formula to provide funds for
local school divisions is based on numerous factors
beyond the number of children that go to school in that
locality, including: pupil-teacher ratios for pupils with
special needs; per-pupil costs for other items, such as
textbooks; and local ability to pay.

INCREASED USE OF PASS-THROUGH FUNDING HAS INCREASED
THE LOCAL SHARE OF TOTAL ADMINISTRATIVE FUNDING
As shown in Figure 11, the local government share of
local department administrative funding has increased
in recent years. In 1999, the local share of total admin
istrative funding was 19 percent, while in 2004 it in
creased to 25 percent. Much of this increased admin
istrative funding has come from local governments.
Overall, local governments have accounted for 49 per
cent of the increase in total administrative funding
since 1999.
The timing of this report precluded a complete analysis
of FY 2005 local department financial data. However,
summary analysis of FY 2005 data shows that this

Figure 11
Sources of Local Department Administrative Funds in 1999 and 2004
Source: LASER data provided by the Department of Social Services.
1999

2004

Local, 19%

State, 20%

Local, 25%

Federal,
57%

Federal,
61%

State, 18%

Chapter 4: Local Administrative Funding

48

trend of an increasing local government share of local
department administrative funding is continuing. Total
administrative funding for local departments increased
seven percent from FY 2004 to FY 2005. During that
time period the local share of total administrative fund
ing increased further, to 27 percent.
Lack of Clarity and Transparency about Local Share of Funding
In Virginia, no policy dictates the appropriate local gov
ernment share of social services administrative expen
ditures. The only written guidance is in §63.2-401 of
the Code of Virginia, which states:
Administrative expenditures made by the lo
calities in connection with the providing of
public assistance grants, other benefits and
related social services, including child wel
fare pursuant to § 63.2-319, shall be ascer
tained by the Board, and the Commissioner
shall, within the limits of available federal
funds and state appropriations, reimburse
monthly each county, city or district fiscal of
ficer therefore out of such federal and state
funds in an amount to be determined by the
Board not less than fifty percent of such
administrative costs.
Importantly, State law does not appear to imply that 50
percent is an appropriate local share, but rather stipu
lates that no local government should pay more than
50 percent of its local department’s total administrative
costs. However, there appears to be confusion among
State and local staff about both the required State and
local shares for administrative funds, and about the ac
tual State and local shares. The confusion over this is
sue and the resentment of some local departments can
be attributed in part to three factors:
• The lack of statutory or policy direction about the
appropriate local government share of local social
services spending;
• The complexity of the social services funding struc
ture, which makes it difficult for any organization
outside the State DSS to determine the total pro
gram and administrative funds provided for social
services in each locality, and the allocation of those
total funds across federal, State, and local funds;
and
• The reliance of local departments on administrative
funds, which makes them more concerned about
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these funds than program funding, the bulk of
which is provided directly to recipients by the State.

There appears to be
unnecessary confusion
among State and local
staff about who is, and
should be, paying for the
bulk of local departments’
administrative expendi
tures.

Throughout this review, a significant disparity was
noted between the views of the State DSS staff and lo
cal department staff about funding for Virginia’s locallyadministered social services program. There appears
to be unnecessary confusion among State and local
staff about who is, and should be, paying for the bulk of
local departments’ administrative expenditures. While
resolving the lack of clarity around funding responsibili
ties is partly beyond the control of State DSS staff,
clarifying the widespread misconceptions and misun
derstanding of systemwide funding trends is not. At a
minimum, it appears that increased transparency about
funding trends and the source of those funds would al
leviate the confusion and reduce the frustration shared
by a large number of local departments.
Recommendation 1: The State Department of Social
Services should provide a financial statement annually
to each local department, each local government, and
the public. The financial statement should show both
program and administrative costs for services attribut
able to that locality. The financial statement should
also reflect what portion of the costs are paid by the
federal, State, and local governments and how those
portions compare to the statewide percentages.

Localities Are Increasingly Using Pass-through Funding to Meet Staffing Needs

The local share of administrative expenditures grew
66 percent.

As a percentage of total administrative costs, passthrough funding increased from eight percent in 1999
to 22 percent in 2004. As shown in Table 11, adminis
trative pass-through expenditures have grown much
faster than administrative expenditures for which the
State provides a contribution. From 1999 to 2004,
pass-through funding increased 222 percent, from $26
million to $83 million. State-funded administrative
funding categories increased seven percent. When the
State-funded administrative funding categories and the
pass-through funding categories are combined, the lo
cal share of administrative expenditures grew 66 per
cent. Summary analysis of FY 2005 data shows that
pass-through funding continues to increase at a higher
rate than the other administrative funding categories.
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Table 11
Change in Administrative Funding from 1999 to 2004
Source: LASER data from the Virginia Department of Social Services, FY 1999 and 2004

Funding Category
Administrative funding categories with
State contribution
Administrative pass-through funding
categories
TOTAL administrative expenditures
(State-funded + pass-through)

% Change
in Federal
Share

% Change
in State
Share

% Change
in Local
Share

% Change
in Total Expenditures

7%

9%

6%

7%*

176

N/A

264

222

18

9

66

25

* For funding category 832, 2000 data was substituted for 1999 data because no data was available for 1999.

During interviews with local departments, many direc
tors noted that State funding for administrative costs
was insufficient, and that the only way they were able
to continue to manage their caseloads was through the
use of pass-through funds. This use of pass-through
funds increases the local share of total funds, because
local governments must put up at least 50 percent for
the local match. The more a local department uses
pass-through funds, the greater the local share of the
total administrative budget.
One-Sixth of Localities Comprise the Majority of
Total Administrative Pass-through Expenditures.
Table 12 lists the expenditures by 21 localities that
comprised 80 percent of the total administrative passthrough expenditures in 2004. Most of these are large
localities in the more urban/suburban areas of the
State (Northern Virginia, Tidewater, and the Richmond
area), and one locality–-Fairfax County–-accounted for
22 percent of total administrative pass-through. While
these departments make up the majority of program
caseloads, they make up a higher proportion of passthrough funding. Many of these local departments pay
their staff higher salaries, so a portion of their passthrough funding covers these higher levels of pay.
Non-Reimbursable Expenditures Also Increase the Local Share
Non-reimbursable expenditures are those made by a
local department that are not eligible for federal or
State reimbursement because they are either (1) not
allowed under federal/State regulations, or (2) above
their federal/State budget allocation for a particular
funding category. State DSS staff could not tell JLARC
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Table 12
Expenditures by Localities Comprising the Majority
of Pass-through Funding, FY 2004
Source: LASER data from the State DSS, 2004.

Local Department
Fairfax
Norfolk
Alexandria
Virginia Beach
Prince William
Newport News
Chesterfield-Colonial
Heights
Henrico
Culpeper
Arlington
Charlottesville
Loudoun
Portsmouth
Frederick
Bedford
Albemarle
Spotsylvania
Hampton
Stafford
Richmond City
Hanover
TOTAL

Pass-through
Expenditures,
2004
$18,622,707
5,787,062
5,011,848
4,597,398
4,521,065
4,141,440

% of Total
Passthrough
22.5%
7.0
6.0
5.5
5.5
5.0

2,554,932
2,489,274
2,387,090
2,197,437
1,793,760
1,665,002
1,593,208
1,481,516
1,252,934
1,242,102
1,206,514
1,089,613
993,327
982,778
976,020
$66,587,027

3.1
3.0
2.9
2.7
2.2
2.0
1.9
1.8
1.5
1.5
1.5
1.3
1.2
1.2
1.2
80.3%

staff what proportion of these non-reimbursable expen
ditures was for unallowable costs and what proportion
was for spending above the federal/State budget allo
cation. However, some local departments report that a
portion of these funds represent local needs beyond
the State allocation that must be made up with local
funding.
On a statewide basis, non-reimbursable expenditures
for administrative funding categories have fluctuated
between $23 million and $39 million over the last five
years. From 1999 to 2004, total non-reimbursable ex
penditures have decreased 12 percent (although in
2003 these expenditures had increased 47 percent).
Much of this decrease appears to be attributable to a
decrease in the service pass-through funding category
(847) in FY 2004. At the local department level, non
reimbursable expenditures ranged from $0 in two lo
calities to $3.9 million in Arlington in 2004. As a per-
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centage of the total local administrative budget, non
reimbursable expenditures ranged from 0 percent in
several localities, to 34 percent in Chesapeake.
The fluctuation in these expenditures may reflect that
localities are using non-reimbursable expenditures to
deal with annual changes in caseloads that federal and
State funding do not account for. This may indicate
that, in addition to making increased use of passthrough funding, localities are also using non
reimbursable expenditures to meet local needs.
LOCAL SHARE OF ADMINISTRATIVE FUNDING VARIES WIDELY AND IS
CLOSELY ASSOCIATED WITH LOCAL ABILITY TO PAY INDICATORS
A local department’s ability to fund administrative ex
penditures and use pass-through funds is largely de
pendent upon its local government’s ability and willing
ness to provide the local match for these federal funds.
Because there are wide variations in ability to pay
throughout the State, there are disparities in the use of
pass-through funds at the local level because some lo
cal governments do not have the ability, or are simply
not willing, to provide local departments with these lo
cal matching funds.
Wide Variation in Local Share of Administrative Funding and Use of Pass-Through
The local government share of administrative expendi
tures and pass-through funding for administration var
ies widely. In FY 2004, the local share of total adminis
trative costs reimbursed to local departments ranged
from a high of 42 percent of total administrative costs in
Frederick County to a low of 14 percent of total admin
istrative costs in Russell County. Much of this variation
in the local share of total administrative costs is due to
the wide variation in the local departments’ use of
pass-through funding.
Figure 12 illustrates the degree to which each local de
partment uses pass-through funding for administrative
purposes. The localities in dark gray use administra
tive pass-through funding for more than 30 percent of
their administrative budget. Localities without shading
make limited or no use of administrative pass-through
funding (less than 10 percent of their administrative
budget comes from pass-through funds). In 2004,
pass-through expenditures ranged from a high of 64
percent of total administrative expenditures in
Culpeper, to a low of 0 percent in 14 localities.
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Figure 12
Use of Administrative Pass-Through Funds
Source: LASER data provided by the Department of Social Services.

Localities
LEGEND
PT_Fund / <None>
0.0 0- 0.9
to 9%
0.10 - 0.29
0.30 - 0.64

10 to 29%
Over 30%

In FY 2004, no local gov
ernment paid more than 50
percent of its department’s
administrative costs.

As stated earlier, the Code stipulates that federal and
State funds combined shall not be less than 50 percent
of total administrative expenditures. In FY 2004, no lo
cal government paid more than 50 percent of its de
partment’s administrative costs. However, if non
reimbursable expenditures are included, the local
share of administrative expenditures was higher than
50 percent in two localities – Culpeper at 56 percent
and Loudoun at 55 percent.

Variations in Administrative Pass-Through Funding Due
in Part to Differences in Local Ability to Pay
Local Ability to Pay
The Commission on Local
Government uses three indi
cators to measure a locality’s
ability to pay for local ser
vices. This chapter uses one
of these measures, the fiscal
stress index, to characterize
local ability to pay. The fis
cal stress index uses a local
ity’s revenue capacity, reve
nue effort, and median
adjusted gross income to
determine a locality’s fiscal
strain. Localities are high
stress, above average
stress, below average stress,
or low stress.

In addition to the variation in local caseload levels, the
wide variations in the local share of administrative ex
penditures and the use of pass-through funding can be
partially attributed to variations in local ability to pay
throughout the State.
Wide Variations in Local Governments’ Ability and
Willingness to Pay. According to the Commission on
Local Government, there are wide variations in local
governments’ ability to generate revenue to pay for lo
cal services (see sidebar). The level of fiscal stress
that localities are experiencing varies widely. Sixteen
percent of localities have “high” fiscal stress, 38 per
cent have “above average” fiscal stress, 33 percent
have “below average” fiscal stress, and 13 percent
have “low” fiscal stress.
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In addition to wide variations in ability to pay, there ap
pear to be differences in local governments’ willingness
or perceived need to pay for social services. Some lo
cal governments may perceive the need is greater, or
place a higher priority on social services than others,
and therefore may be more willing to pay for these ser
vices. One potential measure of need or willingness to
pay is the percentage of the total local government
revenue that is spent on social services, which ranges
from less than one-half of one percent in Loudoun
County to a high of 3.8 percent in Smyth County.
Variations in Fiscal Stress Lead to Disparities in
Local Share of Administrative Funding and PassThrough. The variations in ability and willingness to
pay discussed above can affect the level of funding
that local governments provide to local departments of
social services. Both the local share of total adminis
trative costs and the extent to which local departments
use pass-through funding appear to be strongly related
to a locality’s fiscal stress.
Overall, there was a moderate correlation between lo
cal fiscal stress and the local share of total administra
tive costs and use of pass-through funding (-.59994
and -.52304, respectively). However, it is more reveal
ing to look at the distribution itself. This report divided
localities into quintiles according to their local share of
administrative costs, and defined localities in the top
quintile as having a high local share, and those in the
bottom quintile as having a low local share. There was
a very strong relationship between local share of ad
ministrative funds and fiscal stress:
• Ninety-two percent of the localities with a high local
share had “low” or “below average” fiscal stress,
which likely indicates that these local governments
contribute more local money because they are fis
cally able to do so. Only two localities in this group
had “above average” fiscal stress.
• Ninety-six percent of localities with a low local
share had “high” or “above average” fiscal stress,
which likely indicates that these localities are fis
cally less able to contribute local funds. Only one
locality in the bottom group had “below average”
fiscal stress, which may indicate that either this de
partment does not need additional local funds to
manage its cases, or that the local government is
unwilling to contribute additional funds, even
though it may be fiscally able to do so.
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Much of the disparity in the use of pass-through fund
ing also appears to be due to the differences in local
ability to pay for social services discussed above. Ta
ble 13 compares the use of pass-through funds to fis
cal stress. The ten localities that use pass-through the
most all have “low” or “below average” fiscal stress. Of
the 14 localities that do not use pass-through, all have
“high” or “above average” fiscal stress, except for Lan
caster and Rockbridge.
More broadly, 92 percent of the localities that make ex
tensive use of administrative pass-through funds (those
in the top quintile) have either “low” or “below average”
fiscal stress. Eighty-three percent of localities that
make limited or no use of administrative pass-through

Table 13
Use of Administrative Pass-Through Funding
Compared to Local Ability to Pay
Source: JLARC analysis of LASER data from DSS and local ability to pay
data from the Commission on Local Government.

Local Department

Pass-through as
a % of Total
Administrative
Expenditures

Fiscal Stress
Classification

10 Localities that Use Pass-through the Most
Culpeper
Frederick
Fairfax
Hanover
Alexandria
Bedford*
Rappahannock
Manassas
Clarke
Loudoun

64%
54
53
45
44
43
43
43
42
41

Below Average
Below Average
Low
Low
Low
Below Average
Low
Below Average
Low
Low

Localities that Do Not Use Administrative Pass-through
Alleghany-Covington*
Brunswick
Grayson
Lancaster
Lee
Lunenburg
Rockbridge*
Russell
Scott
Wise
Wythe
Chesapeake
Danville
Petersburg

0%
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

Above Average
Above Average
Above Average
Below Average
Above Average
Above Average
Below Average
Above Average
Above Average
Above Average
Above Average
Above Average
High
High

*For consolidated departments, JLARC staff estimated the fiscal stress clas
sification based on the combined revenue capacities of the localities.
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funds are fiscally stressed. These localities are appar
ently unable to take advantage of these pass-through
funds or do not perceive the need to do so.
Impact of Administrative Funding on Local Department Performance Is Not Clear
While the varied financial impact of administrative fund
ing on local departments is clear, the impact of this
variation on local department levels of performance is
not. As discussed in Chapter 3, there are many factors
that contribute to the levels of performance of individual
departments, including funding. Similarly, a quantita
tive analysis of performance and financial data about
local departments presents a complicated picture of the
relationship between administrative funding and per
formance.
Weak or No Associations Between Administrative
Funds and Program Performance Measures. As
mentioned in Chapter 2, the performance measures
used by JLARC are limited and based on readily avail
able data, and therefore do not provide a complete as
sessment of local department performance. However,
based on this available data, there appear to be no sig
nificant correlations between administrative funds and
program performance. For example, there are weak or
no correlations between administrative funding and
performance when comparing the following data:
• Administrative funding (including local share of ad
ministrative expenditures as a percent of total ad
ministrative expenditures, local share per capita
and per case, administrative pass-through expendi
tures as a percentage of total administrative ex
penditures, and administrative pass-through per
capita and per case) and selected performance
measures for benefit and service programs.
• The use of eligibility administration pass-through
(including the percentage of eligibility administration
funding that is pass-through funding, and eligibility
administration pass-through per capita and per
case) and two performance measures for benefit
programs (food stamp participation rate and Medi
caid processing timeliness).
• The use of service administration pass-through (in
cluding the percentage of service administration
funding that is pass-through funding, and service
administration pass-through per capita and per
case) and two performance measures for service
programs (average time in foster care and the per
centage of adoptions from foster care).
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Local department responses to JLARC’s survey also
do not show a clear impact of funding on performance.
For example, there were no consistent differences
based on a local department’s use of pass-through
funding or local share of administrative expenditures
and the impact they reported for the number of nonmandated programs the department provides, service
quality, timeliness of services, and the ability to meet
federal and State requirements.
Interviews Suggest Funding Does Impact Opera
tions or Performance. However, despite the fact that
the quantitative data do not show a clear link between
performance and administrative funding, interviews
with local departments suggest otherwise. During site
visits and interviews, departments discussed the im
pact. For example:
One local department that did not use admin
istrative pass-through funding in 2004 stated
that it does not use pass-through because it
cannot get the local match from its local gov
ernment. The result of this for service pro
grams is that the director is unable to hire
additional staff to manage caseloads, which
raises the number of caseloads each worker
manages. This higher ratio, according to the
local department, decreases the amount of
time these workers can spend on each case.
This decreased amount of time limits the
amount of targeted, unique attention and
service the workers can provide in each
case. The department also reports having to
cut back on prevention activities.
***
One local department that makes limited use
of administrative pass-through and has
“above average” fiscal stress is considering
staff layoffs and elimination of non-mandated
programs because the local government’s
budget situation dictates each local agency
taking a cut in locally-provided funding.
Several other local departments mentioned
that they have chosen to, or are considering,
eliminating non-mandated programs that cur
rently meet needs in their locality.
***
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One local department that heavily used
pass-through funding noted that its increased
reliance on local funds for staffing made it
likely that it would have to cut salaries, bene
fits, or positions if local funds were to be cut.
Improvements Could Be Made in the Process to Provide
Local Department Administrative Funds
As discussed in this chapter, overall administrative
funding for local departments is increasing. Much of
the increase is coming from local governments, but the
portion being paid by local governments remains below
50 percent and therefore complies with current statu
tory requirements. However, two issues raised in this
chapter should be addressed:
1. The criteria for allocating administrative funds are
not directly linked to caseload levels; and
2. The delivery of social services in Virginia may be
negatively impacted by the wide variation in local
ability to pay and access to pass-through funding.
In considering these two issues, the current administra
tive allocation process needs to changed. Caseload
and local ability to pay should be considered as factors
to be used in allocating administrative funds. A rec
ommendation is provided below that addresses the
need to change the current approach to providing ad
ministrative funds to local departments.
Recommendation 2: The current prior-year funding
methodology used by the Department of Social Ser
vices to allocate administrative funds should be re
placed with an administrative funds allocation method
ology based on factors such as local caseload and
local ability to pay.
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In Summary...

Chapter

5

Human Resources

Local department directors and their staff play a critical role in delivering
Virginia’s social services programs. However, there is not enough information to assess the adequacy of local staffing to manage current
workload levels. Despite this information gap, there is sufficient information to determine that directors and supervisors in many local departments will be retiring soon. This will have a considerable negative
impact on the institutional knowledge and program expertise that currently reside at most local departments. Some local departments are
also experiencing difficulties retaining and recruiting staff. To address
these challenges, improvements will be needed in the availability of human resource and workload data and in human resource support that
the State DSS provides to local departments.

The directors and staff at local departments are perhaps the
most critical resource within the system. Ensuring that local
departments are able to effectively administer social services
programs requires sufficient numbers of local staff and a sta
ble, effective workforce. This chapter discusses the lack of
sufficient information to determine the adequacy of local staff
ing, and whether departments are experiencing difficulties as a
result of retirements, retention, or recruiting.
As stated in Chapter 1, each local department has the option
to deviate from the State’s human resource policies and use
those of its local government. Currently, 83 of the 120 local
departments follow the State’s human resource policies and
systems. Most of the deviating 37 departments do not provide
complete human resource information to the State. Therefore,
the data used to conduct the analysis in this chapter is drawn
from the 83 non-deviating local departments. A map illustrat
ing the geographic location of non-deviating and deviating lo
cal departments is shown in Figure 13. Most departments that
deviate from State human resource policies serve larger locali
ties and are in the northern and eastern parts of the State.
These departments usually pay their employees above the
State average and use some or all of their local government’s
human resource policies and procedures.
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Figure 13
Deviating and Non-Deviating Local Departments
Source: DSS Division of Human Resource Management
Legend
LEGEND

Localities
Non-Deviating
DEV
/ <None>
Local
Departments
Non Deviant
Deviant

Deviating Local
Departments

INSUFFICIENT DATA EXISTS TO DETERMINE NUMBER OR ADEQUACY
OF LOCAL STAFF
House Joint Resolution 193 directed JLARC to assess “the
availability of necessary resources to ensure the delivery of
quality services in a timely manner.” As discussed in Chapter
3, one of the most critical resources available to local depart
ments is the service and eligibility staff who directly administer
the various programs.
Additional Information Needed to Determine Adequacy of Local Staffing

Longstanding Problem
In 1981, JLARC found that
the "State Department of
Welfare should take immediate steps to update, validate,
and apply caseload standards."

To adequately assess whether local departments have suffi
cient staff to manage caseloads, at least four types of informa
tion are necessary:
• Accurate and agreed-upon measures of workload, defined
as (1) caseload and (2) the nature of casework or the time
required to manage cases.
• Realistic and agreed-upon standards for the target number
of cases that should be managed by a worker. Because of
the varying nature of programs, standards would need to
be determined for each benefit and service program.
• Accurate counts of the number of staff available to manage
cases in each local department, by program area.
• An assessment of the skills and abilities required to appro
priately manage casework.
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Table 14
Assessment of Information Needed to Determine Adequacy of Staff Resources
Source: JLARC staff analysis.

Local caseload counts for
major programs
Measures of the nature of
local casework
Caseload standards
Number of front-line staff
Front-line skills and abilities

The lack of complete,
credible information makes
it impossible to accurately
assess staff resources.

Is Data Current
Enough to Support
Resource
Assessment?

Is Data Complete
Enough to Support
Resource
Assessment?

Is Data AgreedUpon By Both
State and Local
Officials?

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

No

No
No
No

No
No
No

No
No
Yes

As shown in Table 14, little of the above information is current,
complete, or agreed-upon by both State DSS and local de
partments. For example, the number of front-line local staff is
incomplete for certain localities or does not exist for others.
There has been no agreement between the State DSS and lo
cal departments on how to define and measure workload.
There is also no agreement between the State and local de
partments about what the caseload standards are for most
major program areas. Further, most of the class specifica
tions, which define the general scope of duties and responsi
bilities of local positions and include skills and abilities
necessary to perform these duties, have not been significantly
revised since 1983.
The lack of complete, credible information makes it impossible
to accurately assess staff resources and raises questions
about the validity of any claims about the adequacy of staffing
currently available to local departments.

Previous Effort to Measure Adequacy of Staffing
In 1999, House Joint Resolution 554 requested that the State
DSS, with the assistance of local departments, study and vali
date workload measures for local social services programs. In
response, DSS and the Virginia League of Social Service Ex
ecutives (VLSSE) hired Hornby Zeller Associates, Inc. to con
duct a study. The study sought to update the existing
caseload standards, last updated for foster care and adoption
in 1998. The study’s primary methodology was to use time
sheets to inventory the activities that local staff at 35 local de
partments performed during a six-week time period.
On October 25, 2000, the DSS commissioner submitted to the
Governor and General Assembly a report highlighting the re
sults of the study. The report recommended time standards to
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manage cases in both benefit and service programs. The re
port also recommended staffing levels for direct workers and a
target ratio of direct workers to supervisors, administrators,
and clerical and support staff. Finally, the report identified a
preliminary staffing gap of between 640 and 1,600 direct local
department service and benefit workers. The report to the
General Assembly was based on the report provided by
Hornby Zeller, which included a suggested implementation
plan composed of three recommendations:
1. Disseminate the study findings,
2. Develop a system to count ongoing cases, and
3. Develop a case assignment system to manage local work
load.
Due to a variety of factors, including turnover of the State DSS
staff who worked on this study, the preliminary results of this
study were not explored further.
Incomplete Staffing and Workload Information Limits
Decision-Making about Local Staff Resources
Given DSS’ current human resource data collection method,
complete and current staffing information for many of the devi
ating local departments, particularly those that are jurisdic
tionwide, is not available. This incomplete information limits
the ability to determine the adequacy of staffing systemwide
because no accurate count of local staff in all 120 departments
exists. State law currently requires local departments to report
staffing levels to the State DSS. However, many of the 37 lo
cal departments that deviate from State personnel policies do
not maintain and update their staffing levels in the State Local
Employee Tracking System (LETS). In April of this year, the
State DSS formally requested that each local department
submit updated human resource data, including the number of
staff. While most of the non-deviating local departments re
sponded to the request, many deviating agencies did not.
Agreed-Upon Caseload
Standards
Pennsylvania is creating
new caseload standards
for local departments.
These caseload standards, when finalized, will
be approved through the
state regulatory process
and be used to inform
resource allocation
decisions.

Many local departments claim that they need additional staff to
manage workload and improve their service delivery efforts.
However, these requests are difficult to evaluate when information necessary to assess their resources, including workload measures, standards, and the number of staff, is lacking.
For example, in 2005, the State’s request of $26 million for
additional local staff to respond to the federal Child and Family
Services Review (described in Chapter 2) was denied by the
General Assembly. While $4 million was provided, legislative
staff noted the lack of information provided to justify the request contributed to the decision to provide a reduced amount.
The lack of the information identified in Table 14 made it diffi
cult for the State to justify the resource request.
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At a minimum, requests for additional resources would need to
provide adequate information to determine the feasibility of the
request, including: (1) the reasons additional funds are
needed, (2) the methodology used to determine the number of
local staff needed, (3) an assessment of localities with existing
staffing and workload imbalances that should be prioritized for
further resources, and (4) the potential consequences of not
providing the requested funds. Without more credible informa
tion to justify resource requests and a better understanding of
how existing resources should be prioritized, it is likely the
State will continue to have difficulty justifying additional local
department staff resources. Further, the lack of necessary in
formation to conduct an accurate staff resource assessment
and manage staff resources places the system at risk for longterm workload and resource imbalances that may surface as
either human resource or performance problems.
Recommendation 3: The General Assembly may wish to
consider requiring the State Department of Social Services to
improve its ability to measure local workload (both caseload
and the nature of casework) and create and maintain agreedupon target caseload standards for each program area. The
State Department of Social Services should make this informa
tion readily available to local departments on an ongoing, up
dated basis through an automated system to support local
management of staff resources.
LOCAL DEPARTMENTS FACE RETIREMENT, RECRUITING,
AND RETENTION CHALLENGES
Compounding the risks of not being able to determine the
adequacy of local staffing is the fact that some local depart
ments face significant loss of expertise and leadership through
retirement. Some local departments also currently have diffi
culty retaining existing staff and recruiting new staff.
Local Departments Face Pending Loss of Expertise and Leadership
Many local directors are long-time system employees who
have a substantial amount of institutional and programmatic
knowledge and expertise. Nearly half of all directors of nondeviating departments have held their position for at least 20
years. Table 15 summarizes the retirement situation at local
departments. As of June 2005, one-quarter of local directors
were eligible to retire with full benefits. Another 48 percent
were eligible to retire with reduced benefits. By 2010, more
than half of current local directors will be eligible to retire with
full benefits, and only 12 percent will not be eligible.
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Table 15
Retirement of Local Directors, Supervisors, and Front-line Staff
Source: DSS Division of Human Resources Management, Local Employee Tracking System database.

Directors
Supervisors
Front-Line Staff
1

June 2005
Not Eligible to
Eligible to Retire
Retire
25%1
48%2
27%
60%
40%
33%
67%

June 2010
Not Eligible to
Eligible to Retire
Retire
52%1
36%2
12%
80%
20%
52%
48%

Eligible to retire with full benefits.
Eligible to retire with reduced benefits.
Note: Retirement data for supervisors and front-line staff include both full and reduced benefits.
2

Nearly half of the directors that were eligible to retire with full
benefits in 2005 are in the western part of the State.
Historical retirement data at the State level suggest that a
small percentage of employees eligible to retire do so immedi
ately. While the exact timing of local director retirements is
unknown, it is likely that there will be a significant loss of lead
ership and expertise at a number of local departments that
may adversely impact overall system continuity and perform
ance.
As these directors retire, some local departments will be espe
cially challenged to fill these gaps in leadership, because the
retirement outlook for supervisors is even more concerning. At
non-deviating departments, 60 percent of supervisors were
eligible to retire in June 2005 with either full or reduced bene
fits. In 2010, 80 percent of current supervisors will be eligible.
It is less likely, therefore, that these local departments will be
able to fill local director vacancies from within, making the de
velopment of a concerted, strategic approach to identifying
and managing the impact of these retirements critical.

Local directors across the
State expressed concern
about the retirement issue
and the impact it will likely
have if not appropriately
managed.

At the staff level, one-third of local staff were eligible to retire in
June 2005 with either full or reduced benefits. Roughly threequarters of these staff were eligibility workers, although eligibil
ity workers comprise only 60 percent of front-line staffing. In
21 of the non-deviating local departments, at least half of the
staff were eligible to retire with either full or reduced benefits,
including one department that has the potential to lose nearly
three-quarters of its staff to retirement. In 2010, 52 percent of
front-line staff in these local departments will be eligible.
Local directors across the State expressed concern about the
retirement issue and the impact it will likely have if not appropriately managed. For example, a director of a class III (be
tween 21 and 80 positions) local department expressed
significant concern because one-third of her eligibility staff will
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likely retire in the next five years. She fears that as these
more experienced staff leave, she may not be able to fill the
vacancies. Furthermore, if the vacancies are filled, it will likely
not be with staff who have the same level of program expertise
and experience. She noted that this will likely impact the de
partment’s ability to manage caseload levels because her
more experienced eligibility staff can manage far more cases
than newer, less experienced eligibility workers.
Some Local Departments Face Retention and Recruiting Challenges
Between January 2004 and March 2005, 15 percent of the to
tal employees at the 69 non-deviating local departments for
which JLARC staff could obtain retention data left their posi
tions. This rate is greater than the State agency average of 11
percent, but below the national health care and social assis
tance industry’s annual turnover rate of 18 percent as reported
by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. While these aggregate
numbers are not a serious concern, some local departments
are experiencing unusually high retention problems.
Nearly 20 percent of these non-deviating local departments
lost one-quarter or more of their staff during the time period,
with one department losing 45 percent of its staff. Nearly all of
these local departments are class II (between 11 and 20 posi
tions) and III agencies in the central and western parts of the
State.
Retention appears to be a slightly bigger issue among front
line service staff. Nearly 40 percent of local departments lost
one-quarter or more of their front-line service staff between
January 2004 and March 2005. This data is consistent with
concern voiced by numerous local directors across the State
about the difficulty of administering service programs and the
impact it has on those who conduct this work with children and
families.
As of March 2005, 19 percent of the total positions at the 75
non-deviating local departments for which JLARC could obtain
vacancy data were vacant. This vacancy rate is greater than
the Virginia State agency average of 15 percent. As with re
tention, there are some local departments with high vacancies.
Nearly 25 percent of local departments had more than onequarter of their total positions vacant. Three of the six nondeviating local departments in the eastern part of the State
had more than 25 percent of their positions vacant. One local
director noted that because his office is on Virginia’s Eastern
Shore, it is difficult to recruit new staff to live and work in his
locality. As with retention, recruiting difficulties appear to be a
slightly bigger concern among front-line service staff. In nearly
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40 percent of local departments, at least one-quarter of the to
tal service positions were vacant.
Currently, it appears that
retention and recruiting
challenges primarily
impact the workload levels
of the remaining staff.

Currently, it appears that retention and recruiting challenges
primarily impact the workload levels of the remaining staff.
One local director noted that vacant positions have a signifi
cant impact on staff in small departments such as hers. With
only 12 employees, one vacancy can create significant
changes in individual workloads as staff assume additional re
sponsibilities until the vacancy is filled. This situation over
time can negatively impact the quality of work and morale of
the staff.
Most of the reasons mentioned by local departments for their
retention and recruiting challenges are related to compensa
tion and work environment. Of the local departments that re
ported having a “highly difficult” time with recruiting and
retention, the most frequently cited reasons were:
• Low pay for local front-line workers compared to their job
responsibilities.
• Better pay by other organizations and professions. Sev
eral directors in smaller departments located near larger
departments noted that they routinely lose staff to larger
departments because they cannot match their pay.
• Inadequate job classifications when compared to job re
sponsibilities. Individuals assume they are recruited to
perform the duties advertised in job descriptions, but are
sometimes expected to carry out different or additional
tasks. In some departments, new employees have left
soon after being hired.
• Unqualified pool of potential applicants or concern by ap
plicants about workload levels at local departments.
• High ratio of cases to workers, causing “burnout” among
local staff, in particular front-line service workers.
• Limited advancement or promotion opportunities for front
line workers within local departments.

No Organization Is Systematically Addressing Local Human Resource Challenges
While recruitment and selection of local department employ
ees is mentioned in the Virginia Administrative Code, the stipu
lated responsibilities of the State DSS regarding human
resources are broad. The State DSS has not assumed re
sponsibility for identifying and managing statewide human re
source trends and challenges. Yet monitoring and addressing
human resource challenges is particularly important given the
locally-administered nature of Virginia’s system.
The retirement status at the State DSS is less of a concern
than the local retirement situation. At the request of Virginia’s
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Department of Human Resource Management last year, the
State DSS conducted an internal retirement study, which indi
cated that the State DSS is expected to lose 40 percent of its
classified workforce to retirement between 2004 and 2019.
Until this JLARC staff study, there had been no statewide ini
tiative to assess the extent to which retirement of local staff is
a potential problem.

Targeted Recruiting
State and local officials in
Pennsylvania attend job fairs
and visit social work schools
to talk about the benefits of
working for state government
and local departments of
social services.

Local directors have noted that their difficulties with recruiting,
retention, and retirements are impacting their operations, or
soon will. Consequently, the State DSS needs to take a more
active role in addressing these critical human resource areas
because:
• The State DSS is statutorily responsible for supervising lo
cal program administration, which would be negatively im
pacted if these human resource challenges are not
addressed;
• Some local departments, particularly smaller ones, do not
have the necessary resources to adequately manage their
own recruiting, retention, and retirement issues; and
• It would be an inefficient use of systemwide resources if
each local department independently tried to identify effec
tive practices to recruit and retain staff and manage pend
ing retirement transitions.
Recommendation 4: The State Department of Social Ser
vices should provide more targeted human resource support to
non-deviating departments. This support should include (a)
helping local departments experiencing significantly high re
tention and recruiting difficulties and (b) facilitating the man
agement of pending retirement transitions at local depart
ments.
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In Summary...

Chapter

6

Information Technology

Information technology (IT) is an important resource that has the potential to significantly improve local program administration. Historically,
the planning and development processes for social services IT systems
have not adequately involved local staff, resulting in systems that do not
adequately meet local needs. In recent years, however, IT planning and
development processes within DSS have improved, and solutions to improve identified functional needs have been proposed. Still, current
planning and oversight structures may not be adequate for Virginia’s
locally-administered social services system, and the State should be
cautious as it plans for a possible multi-million dollar investment in an
Integrated Social Services Delivery System. Enhanced oversight and
reporting for this pending, large-scale investment are recommended.

As discussed in Chapter 3, information technology (IT) is a
valuable resource to both the State and local departments.
Recent advances in the systems planning and development
process have improved the overall functionality of existing sys
tems. However, ongoing challenges to systems enhancement
and development efforts could place the State’s investment in
a proposed Integrated Social Services Delivery System at risk
of failure.
INFORMATION SYSTEMS HAVE HISTORICALLY NOT FACILITATED
LOCAL PROGRAM ADMINISTRATION
Systems that support major program operations for both bene
fit and service programs appear to hinder as much as help lo
cal staff in the day-to-day performance of work responsibilities.
While these systems track major federally required program in
formation, they lack the functionality to fully support local pro
gram operations. As a result, some local departments are
purchasing commercial systems to more efficiently manage lo
cal programs. However, existing systems were not designed
to effectively interface with third-party systems maintained by
local departments or other State agencies, resulting in local
workers often having to enter data into multiple systems in or
der to manage a single case.
Collectively, the limited functionality of State-provided systems
and the use of additional local information systems have the
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potential to negatively impact the timeliness and availability of
services provided to individual clients. Moreover, several sys
tems use programming software that is increasingly expensive
to support and will become obsolete in the next several years.
Existing Information Systems Provide Mixed Support for Local Program Administration

Longstanding Problem
A 1998 JLARC review of
OASIS implementation
found:
• Limited local participa
tion in determining sys
tem requirements; and
• Inadequate system
borrowed from Okla
homa.
A 2004 JLARC review of
Child Protective Services
found:
• OASIS provides basic
functionality; but
• Recommended im
provements in its
overall usability and
data-reporting func
tionality.

The major information systems for administering local service
and benefit programs have not, historically, supported local
program operations. This is largely because these systems
were designed primarily to collect data required to be reported
to the federal government. This is also because these sys
tems were borrowed from other states, then customized to
Virginia’s environment. Local department staff also had limited
involvement in the determination of system requirements and
customization of borrowed systems. As illustrated in Figures
14 and 15, results from the JLARC staff survey of local de
partments reflect the mixed support that the major service pro
gram IT system, OASIS, and the major benefit program IT
system, ADAPT, currently provide to local departments.
OASIS and ADAPT Generally Provide Acceptable Levels
of Basic Reporting Functionality. Both OASIS and ADAPT
appear to provide local departments with the basic functional
ity that was originally intended to be provided through the sys
tems. Nearly 70 percent of local departments rated OASIS as
either “excellent” or “good” at reporting required client informa
tion to the State, and more than 80 percent gave the same rat
ing to ADAPT. However, it is questionable whether OASIS
fully meets the adoption and foster care systems requirements
established by the federal Administration for Children and
Families (ACF). Currently, OASIS only partially meets the
ACF Statewide Automated Child Welfare Information Systems
(SACWIS) requirements. Twenty-nine other states have im
plemented systems that are being assessed by the federal
government for SACWIS compliance. The State DSS has pri
oritized SACWIS compliance for OASIS and plans to become
compliant by 2007. While SACWIS compliance is necessary
to ensure federal funding, it does not appear at this time that
Virginia has been denied access to federal incentive funding
for the implementation of automated reporting systems be
cause requirements are not being met.
In addition to reporting required information, ADAPT also re
ceived high marks for other basic functionality. More than 70
percent of local departments rated ADAPT as either “excellent”
or “good” at helping them determine whether individuals and
families were eligible to receive benefits. Further, nearly 80
percent of local departments rated ADAPT as either “excellent”
or “good” in helping them calculate the amount of benefits re
cipients may be eligible to receive.
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Figure 14
Local Department Assessment of OASIS Functionality
Source: JLARC Survey of Local Departments of Social Services, July 2005.
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Figure 15
Local Department Assessment of ADAPT Functionality
Source: JLARC Survey of Local Departments of Social Services, July 2005.
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State-Provided Systems Were Not Designed to Track Indi
vidual Cases. OASIS and ADAPT receive increasingly mixed
assessments when moving beyond their basic, intended func
tionality. While approximately 40 percent of local departments
noted that OASIS does an “excellent” or “good” job managing
individual cases and providing information needed to super
vise and manage local operations, nearly 60 percent reported
it was “fair” or “poor” at providing those functions. ADAPT
scored slightly higher, with more than 60 percent of local de
partments reporting ADAPT does an “excellent” or “good” job
of managing individual cases.
Neither OASIS nor ADAPT were intended to help local staff
manage and track individual cases across multiple programs.
Consequently, neither system currently gives local depart
ments the ability to track individual worker caseload over time.
Some local departments identified the need for this functional
ity to manage the workload of individual caseworkers over
time. In addition, several local department staff identified the
need for the reporting of local demographic and health infor
mation, such as birth rates, birth mortality, educational levels,
family types, and employment levels, for comparison to
caseload data.
Systems Provide Limited Client Information from Other
State Agencies. JLARC staff were specifically directed to re
view the effectiveness of automated information systems in the
coordination of services provided by the Departments of Social
Services, Medical Assistance Services (DMAS), and Juvenile
Justice. ADAPT and OASIS historically have not facilitated
coordination across social services programs, and with other
agencies. For example, although ADAPT and OASIS share
many data elements, they are not connected. For example,
demographic information, verification information, and report
data are currently not shared between systems. Also missing
are system interfaces that trigger actions based on outcomes
in another program area, such as when a change in a person’s
income changes their eligibility to receive benefits in two dif
ferent program areas.
This lack of systems coordination negatively impacts both so
cial services employees and clients. For example, many local
Child Protective Services (CPS) employees identified the need
to have background information from several other State
agencies prior to visiting families. Without a comprehensive
system for accessing State case records for relevant informa
tion on families from other agency systems, case workers
must manually collect as much information as possible. More
over, the lack of systems interaction impacts the ability of local
departments to longitudinally track clients and measure the
long-term effectiveness of the services they provide.
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It is important that the automated systems used to support cer
tain programs, especially Medicaid and foster care, coordinate
with other departments. The systems that support these pro
grams, namely MEDPEND, OASIS and ADAPT, must be able
to access DMAS and Juvenile Justice databases that include
information about existing Medicaid recipients or children who
may have been placed in juvenile detention homes and are
now seeking foster care services. While some efforts at coor
dinating with DMAS occur at the programmatic level, there ap
pears to be minimal coordination of the automated systems
required to manage Medicaid. When asked to rate the ability
of existing systems to provide access to information main
tained by DMAS, nearly 80 percent of local departments rated
OASIS, and nearly 70 percent rated ADAPT, as “fair” or “poor”
in performing this function. Moreover, 57 percent of survey re
spondents rated the ability of OASIS to access data main
tained by the Department of Juvenile Justice as “poor.”
Systems Do Not Match Local Workflow or Improve Client
Service. Another common concern expressed by local staff is
that the State-provided systems are time-intensive, cumber
some, and do not follow the workflow processes at local de
partments. This results in a largely manual workflow requiring
workers to use multiple systems to accomplish tasks for a sin
gle client. When information is shared with other systems, it is
usually accomplished using paper reports or manual re-keying
of data. This mismatch between process and technology un
doubtedly leads to unnecessary, duplicative work for both
benefit and service program staff. This time likely could be
spent performing other work responsibilities, and limits the
time that local staff can spend directly working with clients.
With the increasing volume of benefit cases, many local bene
fit workers expressed concern that, because the ADAPT intake
screens do not follow a logical interview process, they cannot
perform interactive interviews. Some workers also reported
that the system is too complicated to use while performing the
intake interview.
While workers cite the benefits of rulesbased eligibility determination, staff at a number of local de
partments said it was easier to first complete a paper applica
tion, then go back and enter it into the system.
Gaps between local
processes and technology
have the potential to
impact local department
timeliness, quality, and
client service.

These gaps between local processes and technology have the
potential to impact local department timeliness, quality, and
client service. For example, these duplicative, parallel, paper
and automated processes likely increase the time from receipt
of application to determination of benefits. Some local de
partments indicated that data entry has increased the time re
quired to process a case at the same time caseloads are
increasing. However, because the systems were not designed
to track workload, there is no way to document how much of
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an employee’s time is spent with clients and how much time is
spent with data entry.
Several local departments also identified specific instances in
which their local performance measures for timeliness were
negatively impacted because of a lack of staff time for per
forming data entry. Moreover, several local departments re
ported instances in which paper applications were received but
not entered into the system until a later date in an effort to
meet timeliness measures. These parallel, duplicative proc
esses also increase the potential for lower quality work be
cause of potential errors if the manual determination of
eligibility is calculated incorrectly or if information is entered in
correctly into the automated system. In order to address these
concerns, several smaller departments reported scheduling
specific data entry hours, while others use clerical staff to per
form data entry.
As shown in Figures 14 and 15, local department assessments
of OASIS and ADAPT in these respects are overwhelmingly
negative. OASIS was rated “fair” or “poor” in decreasing the
time required to serve clients by 93 percent of local depart
ments and 62 percent said the same about ADAPT.
Some Local Departments Purchase External Systems to
Meet Functional Needs. For many years, local staff have ex
pressed concern about their inability to access data about cli
ents across social services programs, and about their inability
to access data about clients that may exist in other State
agency systems. According to the director of the State DSS
Division of Information Systems (DIS), “nothing had been done
at the State level after several years of complaints by local
employees, none of the systems talked, and several local
agencies determined that something had to be done.”
Gaps in local functionality are also evident for some of the
DSS systems provided for internal management and support.
Some local directors note they purchase additional software
for financial management and human resources, largely be
cause the DSS systems can only be used to report data to the
State and not to manage the daily administrative aspects of
their department. According to the DIS Director, approxi
mately 60 to 80 localities use a third-party financial application
to interface with the Locality Automated System for Expendi
ture Reimbursement (LASER) system used for financial report
ing, because LASER does not meet local financial
management needs. Local employees also expressed con
cern that the Local Employee Tracking System (LETS), used
primarily by the State for tracking local staffing, has limited
usefulness to local human resource managers. Some of these
managers noted that although LETS serves as the State’s sys-
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tem of record for an employee’s annual review and compensa
tion, it is very time intensive to use and provides minimal man
agement functionality. LETS also fails to generate staffing
information, such as individual employee caseloads.
To address concerns with
local workflow and client
services, some local depart
ments have purchased
commercial software that
facilitates case management
and improves access to multi
ple social services systems.

Cost of Commercial Software Is Prohibitive to Some Local
Departments. To address concerns with local workflow and
client services, some local departments have purchased com
mercial software that facilitates case management and im
proves access to multiple social services systems. However,
addressing these gaps in systems functionality requires the
commitment of local financial and staff resources, which may
not be available to all local departments. This further contrib
utes to the disparity in the access to resources, which limits
the ability of some departments to effectively plan and manage
their operations, as discussed in Chapter 3.
For example, an external case management system used by
several social services agencies costs an average of $1,000
per user each year. In addition to licensing costs, localities in
cur additional costs for system configuration, customization,
and maintenance. Therefore, localities such as the City of
Richmond and Fairfax County each reported spending over
$250,000 annually for case management software. Given Vir
ginia’s locally-administered social services system, the total
expenditure for this type of software statewide is not readily
available. However, several local departments reported that
they would not—or could not—purchase a case management
system because of the prohibitive cost.
Additionally, while useful to local departments, most of these
locally-purchased systems do not fully interface with Stateprovided systems. This causes duplication of effort as local
staff must manually enter information at least twice into sepa
rate systems, and hard-copy reports must be generated and
manually transmitted between programs and systems. Ulti
mately, this duplication of data entry results in less time avail
able to spend on direct client interaction.

Security Concerns
In early 2005, the State’s
Auditor of Public Accounts
(APA) found that State DSS
oversight of local depart
ments led to security con
cerns about local access to
systems and data, including
that DSS had no centralized
records of which local em
ployees had access to
systems and at what level.

System Security Requirements Impact Local Workload.
Previous JLARC reviews of DSS automated systems docu
mented problems with the level of security assigned by some
localities to individual employees. An additional issue with
system security is the impact these requirements have on local
department workloads. For example, because of the number
of systems local workers are required to use, and the corre
sponding security concerns for each system, local employees
are required to use different passwords for accessing each
system. These passwords are often required to be of different
lengths, and must be updated regularly. Passwords are also
required for local government and third-party systems. This
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compounds local employee frustration with systems, and
poses some security concerns as employees reported writing
passwords on pieces of paper left next to the computer. In
addition, local security officers are required to routinely update
passwords, in some cases monthly.
Some Systems May Not Have Continuing Technical Support
More than 60 different automated systems are used to admin
ister and supervise Virginia’s social services programs. These
systems have a variety of operating platforms of varying ages
and capabilities. Several DSS systems currently reside on the
Unisys and IBM mainframes hosted by the Virginia Information
Technologies Agency (VITA). Almost half of DSS systems
were developed using the MAPPER programming language.
Training and technical support for MAPPER are increasingly
unavailable in the United States, making continued use of the
MAPPER language more difficult and expensive. The depart
ment is having a contractor conduct a feasibility study on mi
grating MAPPER code to a more modern programming
language. A preliminary review indicates that it will be feasible
to convert ADAPT, but that some smaller programs may have
to continue to be based in MAPPER.
Additionally, some benefit programs systems and the Virginia
Client Information System (VACIS) rely on another legacy da
tabase using Unisys mainframes. This database platform, Da
tabase Management System (DMS), is becoming technically
more difficult and expensive to support. Migration of benefit
programs applications from this database is currently under
way, while some additional modifications remain to migrate the
VACIS application from the DMS database.
INFORMATION SYSTEMS PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT PROCESSES
ARE IMPROVING, BUT CHALLENGES REMAIN
The use of best practices, local involvement, and modern
technologies has helped to improve recent systems planning
and development efforts. Therefore, DSS appears to be ad
dressing some of the concerns historically raised by local staff
about gaps in system functionality. Against this backdrop of
progress, DSS is proposing to embark upon a major, long-term
systems development initiative estimated to cost many millions
of dollars. There are several concerns about the planning and
oversight for this proposed investment, however, and the State
should be cautious as it begins this potentially large-scale,
high-risk systems development effort.
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Systems Development Processes Improving Through Increased Use of Best Practices
To address the well-documented shortcomings in systems
planning, development, and implementation, DSS has begun
to employ best practices of IT project management and sys
tems development. Because of these practices, such as the
IT investment management approach, systems planning and
development have improved. The State DSS also has in
creasingly sought local input in the design, testing, and imple
mentation phases of recent systems. There is also an
increase in the use of modern techniques, such as web-based
programming and rapid applications development.
Use of Information Technology Investment Management
Has Improved Systems Planning. DSS has adopted an in
formation technology investment management (ITIM) ap
proach to improve planning and coordination for the
development, maintenance and management of IT resources.
ITIM is a standard, repeatable process of prioritizing and moni
toring IT initiatives, driven by the business units and based on
business needs. This approach was established to provide
the decision-making structures and project management tools
necessary to improve system development processes, while
minimizing the risks associated with technology investment.
Similarly, DSS has implemented a project development lifecy
cle methodology to standardize project management practices
and improve system quality.

Given the progress of the
Information Technology
Planning Committee, ongoing JLARC staff partici
pation in this committee,
as required by the Appropriation Act, is no longer
necessary.

As part of the ITIM approach, the department established an
information technology planning committee that allows for the
open discussion of technology needs by both State and local
employees. The committee approach to systems planning and
prioritization has increased local input and improved communications between State and local technology professionals.
This approach has also helped formalize a tracking system for
scheduled development and maintenance tasks in each program area. JLARC staff initially recommended that DSS develop a more systematic process for documenting and
responding to problems with OASIS in 1998, and are required
by Appropriation Act language to participate in this committee.
Given the progress of the Information Technology Planning
Committee, ongoing JLARC staff participation in this commit
tee, as required by the Appropriation Act, is no longer neces
sary.
Increased Local Input in Systems Development. Also con
tributing to recent success with systems planning and devel
opment is the increased involvement of local department staff
in the design and testing of new systems and improvements.
For example, recent systems development initiatives for the
Office of Adult Services and maintenance enhancements to
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“The application has been
rolled out in the most posi
tive way possible. The
development team actually
asked for feedback prior to
implementation."

the multiple systems inquiry function of ADAPT engaged local
staff in determining functional requirements and conducting pi
lot testing. These processes have been met with broad ap
proval by local department staff, with one local staff member
remarking “The application has been rolled out in the most
positive way possible. The development team actually asked
for feedback prior to implementation.”
The State DSS is also seeking continuous input and feedback
from all system users through periodic surveys. The first such
survey was administered in July 2005, and ongoing surveys
will be used to continually measure customer satisfaction as
well as identify new functional needs.
Use of Web-Based Technology Has Improved Local De
partment Access to Data. The State DSS is employing webbased technology for current systems development and main
tenance activities to enhance local department access to data
and information. Web-based technology allows easier ma
nipulation of and better access to data in separate systems.
This includes the creation of web-based infrastructure for the
department and the use of development tools and program
ming, such as open database connectivity (ODBC), to improve
access to databases without using a proprietary language.
Additionally, the department is using other web-enabled pro
gramming techniques, such as lightweight directory access
protocol (LDAP), which allow secure and more efficient ex
change of data between internal and external applications.

State Efforts at Integrating Data from Existing Systems Are Improving, and Long-Term
Solutions Have Been Proposed through PPEA
There has been a longstanding need to improve the major
State-provided systems. One of the most frequently requested
improvements has been the ability to access multiple systems
across social services programs and at other State or federal
agencies. While the State’s long term plans may include inte
grating these systems or building a new, single system, State
DSS staff have in the near-term developed a web-based appli
cation that allows local staff to access data across multiple
systems.
Recent Efforts at Improving Systems Functionality Focus
on Meeting Local Needs. In May 2004, State DSS staff be
gan developing the Systems Partnering in a Demographic Re
pository (SPIDER) application. The State began this effort in
response to the many, longstanding local requests to improve
the multiple systems inquiry functions of existing benefit pro
gram applications, OASIS, and other State and locallymaintained systems. The SPIDER application was also de
veloped to meet goals identified in the DSS strategic plan and
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has had input and review from the Information Technology
Planning Committee and the Virginia Information Technologies
Agency (VITA) since August 2004.
Early local feedback on
SPIDER is very positive,
and it appears that the
SPIDER application will
improve local access to
data residing in DSS
systems.

Public-Private Education
and Infrastructure Act
(PPEA)
The PPEA, revised by
statute in 2003, allows ven
dors to submit unsolicited
proposals for IT projects. If a
proposal is judged consistent
with the goals of the agency,
it can be posted publicly to
allow other vendors to sub
mit competing proposals.

Local Involvement
In Review Process
In addition to the PPEA
leadership team, technical
and program review commit
tees were established.
These committees included
State representation from
DSS, DMAS, and VITA, as
well as from local depart
ments.

State DSS staff developed rapid application prototypes be
tween July 2004 and January 2005. Pilot testing of SPIDER at
local departments occurred between February and May 2005.
Currently, SPIDER is operational and provided at no charge to
local departments. Early local feedback on SPIDER is very
positive, and it appears that it will improve local access to data
in DSS systems. As of August 2005, SPIDER was able to ac
cess data from the ADAPT, OASIS, VACIS, energy assis
tance, and SDX (interface with Social Security Administration)
applications maintained by DSS as well as client information
maintained by the Department of Motor Vehicles. Systems for
child support, adult protective services, Medicaid (maintained
by DMAS), and employment verification are also targeted for
future integration.
Long-Term Solutions to Systems Needs Have Been Pro
posed Through PPEA. In addition to increasing the accessi
bility of data in existing systems, the State has received
proposals for an Integrated Social Services Delivery System
(ISSDS) under the State’s Public-Private Education and Infra
structure Act (PPEA). Conceptually, the ISSDS is a replace
ment and integration of the major benefits, services, and child
support enforcement systems. Between March and November
2004, DSS received two unsolicited PPEA proposals. One
was rejected because it did not meet the statutory require
ments for a proposal. In November 2004, a committee re
viewed the remaining proposal and obtained approval to post it
publicly. In addition, the committee developed “Attributes for
Desirable PPEA Proposals” to provide additional guidance to
vendors. Notice was sent to approximately 800 vendors advis
ing them of the opportunity to submit proposals.
In February 2005, the department received four proposals, in
cluding updates to the original proposal, and in May 2005, the
proposals were reviewed for necessary information. A PPEA
leadership team was appointed consisting of half State and
half local workers. The team also includes representatives
from DMAS and VITA. The PPEA leadership team serves as
the selection committee to evaluate the proposals and develop
recommendations about which vendors, if any, should be se
lected for the detailed phase of the process. The four PPEA
proposals were posted on the DSS website to allow for review
and comment by localities and other State agencies over a 60
day period.
The PPEA leadership team’s evaluations were completed in
September 2005 with plans to make recommendations on
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whether or not to proceed. The State DSS expects to deter
mine a course of action for this proposal in October 2005. The
minimum amount of time until a formal contract could be is
sued is at least 16 months. However, as addressed below, the
department’s past performance with managing systems devel
opment efforts and the limited oversight by the VITA project
management division has the potential to place the State’s in
vestment in this project at risk.
Planning and Oversight Structures Impact Virginia’s Locally-Administered
Social Services System
Following the creation of VITA by the 2003 General Assembly,
the State’s major IT functions were consolidated into a single
entity. As a result, 53 IT staff and thousands of hardware de
vices were transferred to VITA from DSS. While many local
departments have not experienced problems with technical
support resulting from the transition, it appears that these
changes have contributed, in part, to shortfalls in project over
sight and potentially increased operating costs.

Systems Development
Guidelines
According to VITA guidelines,
enhancement refers to activities that improve an existing
information system's usefulness and functionality. However, an activity is a project if
that activity leads to modification of an existing product or
service, resulting in a new
unique product or service
within the operational or organizational environment.

Recent Initiatives Underscore Shortfalls in DSS Planning
and VITA Oversight. As previously mentioned, State staff recently developed the SPIDER application. While DSS was
developing this application, a third-party vendor was working
with VITA to develop a nearly identical application. Because
SPIDER was developed as a maintenance enhancement to
the existing ADAPT system, it was not required to be formally
reviewed by the VITA project management division. However,
if VITA project management division staff had asserted oversight responsibility for the enhancement activities to build the
SPIDER application, the efforts of a third-party vendor working
with VITA to build a very similar system could have been coor
dinated with SPIDER development. This coordination would
have reduced some of the initial confusion among local departments about these two applications, and potentially led to
lower overall development costs for the State.
More concerning, it appears that the State DSS circumvented
statewide technology oversight structures, promulgated within
the Code of Virginia, when developing and implementing a
web-based case management and reporting system. The
Adult Services / Adult Protective Services (ASAPS) application
will provide new data on service needs and delivery to elderly
Virginians. While the system appears to be functional, DSS
did not follow established procedures for the planning and pri
oritization of this development effort. Costs for initial develop
ment, budgeted at $600,000, far exceed the $100,000
threshold for VITA review. Therefore, the ASAPS application
should have been included in the IT Strategic Plan and project
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documentation should have been periodically reviewed by the
VITA project management division.
Even though development of this application occurred over a
12 month period beginning in August 2004, the VITA project
management division did not have the opportunity to review
ASAPS because DSS did not make it aware of the project.
This lack of oversight is a problem in part because the system
has the potential to impact how services are provided by the
State to Virginia’s aging population, and future enhancements
to the system will depend on the availability of funds. Conse
quently, this development effort should have been reviewed
and prioritized by the State’s Information Technology Invest
ment Board.
Centralization of State Information Technology Assets
Could Increase State DSS Operating Costs. Following the
reorganization of the technology functions of State govern
ment, approximately 30,000 assets (including desktop com
puters, servers, and printers) as well as 53 employees were
transferred from DSS to VITA. Currently, all agencies are re
quired to pay administrative fees of 5.52 percent, as approved
by JLARC, on the acquisition of goods and services. In July
2005, VITA staff developed a pilot for shared services rates for
desktop and network devices to replace the current “cost plus
administrative fee” rate. The proposed rate included several
tiers of service. Based on an analysis of these rates con
ducted by VITA staff, DSS desktop support at the lowest tier
possible increased the statewide costs from the current budget
of $2 million to approximately $6 million, a 300 percent in
crease. As a result of this analysis and concerns raised by
JLARC staff, in August 2005, VITA decided not to pursue this
proposed rate structure.
In addition to the costs associated with standardized rates for
hardware support, the State DSS has also requested addi
tional allocations to cover increases in charges by VITA for
mainframe computing. The department requested an appro
priation of more than $6 million in FY2005 and almost $7 mil
lion in FY2006 to cover these costs. These requests were not
funded.
State Should Be Cautious with Proposed Systems Development Initiative
The State DSS has received proposals for an Integrated So
cial Services Delivery System (ISSDS) under the State’s Pub
lic-Private Education and Infrastructure Act (PPEA). State
DSS preliminary estimates of the costs for this projects are
more than $100 million, and funding for the continued planning
of this initiative has been identified as the State’s highest prior
ity technology investment. While this proposal may be a long-
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term solution to State and local needs, there are several po
tential risks. These include the massive scope of the proposal,
the State DSS’s poor track record with large-scale systems
development and implementation, insufficient rigor and scru
tiny in planning, and external pressures to proceed.
DSS Has Had Mixed Results with Other Large-Scale Sys
tems. The mixed past performance of DSS with major sys
tems development efforts raises concerns about the ability of
DSS to manage a project of this size. While DSS has had re
cent success with several smaller scale efforts, the past prob
lems with the development and implementation of major
information systems for service and benefit programs are well
documented. Local department staff expressed similar con
cern. While some expressed hope that the State DSS could
manage a project of this scope, others were not confident that
DSS could successfully manage such a large-scale systems
initiative.
Other states that have attempted to develop information sys
tems for social services of similar scale have chosen to wait or
have reduced the scope of the project. For example, North
Carolina scaled back its efforts to improve and consolidate its
social services systems, and it is North Carolina’s efforts upon
which the initial concept and cost estimate for the ISSDS are
based. Other states that have proceeded faced difficulties
throughout the planning and development phases, with mixed
implementation results. Colorado, for example, has experi
enced well-documented problems with its benefits system re
sulting in payment errors to clients.
Initial Planning and Oversight Have Been Insufficient. It
also appears that VITA has provided insufficient oversight of
the planning for the ISSDS initiative. For example, though
there appears to be a preliminary business case to justify the
project, no complete analysis has been done of the benefits,
costs, and risks of various alternatives to the ISSDS. There
also appears to be no formal project plan stating the cost of
each phase of the project. Further, the sequencing and costs
of transitioning from current systems to the ISSDS are un
known, as is the risk the transition would pose to ongoing pro
gram administration at local departments. Additionally, some
aspects of the original proposal are now being addressed in
other department initiatives, such as the master customer
identification activities addressed by SPIDER.
Other concerns with the level of planning were addressed in a
September 2005 review by the Auditor of Public Accounts
(APA), which found that although the State DSS has both a
business plan and IT strategic plan, it is not linking these proc
esses together with this system effort. Considering the de-
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partment’s poor history of system implementation, the APA
recommended that DSS suspend the ISSDS initiative until it
completes and links both the business plan and the IT strate
gic plan. Additionally, planning for this initiative should en
compass potential changes to business operations identified in
the current business process reengineering efforts.
The VITA project management division apparently did not
adequately review the ISSDS initiative before including it in the
statewide Recommended Technology Investment Projects
(RTIP) document submitted to the Governor and the General
Assembly in 2004 and 2005. For example, the initial $128 mil
lion cost estimate came directly from the previously mentioned
North Carolina business process reengineering and automa
tion study. While the two states have similar social services
systems, the North Carolina project included costs associated
with business process reengineering that will be part of a
separate effort in Virginia. Despite these differences, the cost
estimate was included in the project documentation reviewed
by VITA’s project management division for inclusion in the
2005 RTIP document, raising concern with the level of review
of this project by VITA, especially given its scale, mission im
pact, and potential cost. It also appears that the ISSDS pro
ject was initially identified as a priority project for the State as
the result of this limited review of the project documentation
and an arbitrary decision by the Information Technology In
vestment Board to include two major projects from each Se
cretariat in the 2004 RTIP.

The vendor-driven, openended nature of the PPEA
process may make it inap
propriate for DSS to use at
this time.

PPEA Structure May Increase Risk. The vendor-driven,
open-ended nature of the PPEA process may make it inappro
priate for DSS to use at this time. The department’s evolving
program and business requirements, mixed track record of
successfully managing large-scale IT development efforts (dis
cussed earlier in this chapter) and supervision and support
weaknesses discussed in Chapter 7 raise doubt about its abil
ity to effectively plan and implement systems using this rela
tively new and undefined process. In fact, no other State
agency has successfully managed a proposal of this size un
der the PPEA, so there is also little practical guidance avail
able to DSS. In addition, because PPEA guidelines give DSS
discretion to redact financial and other proprietary information,
the input provided by local departments may have been un
necessarily limited. The overall adequacy of PPEA guidelines
is also currently being reviewed by the State’s Freedom of In
formation Act Advisory Council. Finally, because DSS chose
to proceed with the review of the PPEA proposals, it is re
sponsible for reviewing proposals and deciding whether to pro
ceed with negotiations in a relatively short period of time.
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As illustrated above, while the State DSS has improved some
systems development processes, the agency has a mixed
track record with major systems development initiatives and
has not adequately followed some statewide guidelines for re
porting systems development activities to the VITA project
management division. This has resulted in limited oversight of
current systems development activities and only a cursory re
view of preliminary plans for the ISSDS initiative. Given
VITA’s statutory responsibility for the oversight of systems de
velopment initiatives in excess of $100,000, the project man
agement division should assert its role in the ongoing
oversight of this project and make resources available as nec
essary to ensure the State’s investment in this initiative is
based on sound analysis and planning. Further, because of
the significant cost and risk of this systems effort, strong and
ongoing legislative oversight will be necessary.
Recommendation 5: The General Assembly may wish to
consider requiring regular reports on the ISSDS initiative to the
Senate Finance and House Appropriations Committees.
Recommendation 6: The Chief Information Officer of the
Commonwealth and the VITA Project Management Division
should increase their oversight of the planning and develop
ment of the ISSDS initiative. Updates on the status of this ini
tiative should be regularly provided to the State’s Information
Technology Investment Board.
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In Summary...

Chapter

7

State DSS Supervision
and Support

In addition to the issues identified in previous chapters of this report, two
significant shortcomings in State supervision and support hinder systemwide operations and performance. First, the State lacks sufficient
strategic management capabilities, including effective data collection,
analysis, and coordination, which are increasingly important in Virginia’s
complex social services environment. Second, the current State DSS
organizational structure hinders its ability to communicate with, provide
guidance to, and oversee local departments. Collectively, these weaknesses, and frequent turnover at the DSS commissioner position, hinder
the ability of the State DSS to fulfill its critical supervisory and support
roles. Enhanced planning and two statutory changes that provide more
specific direction to the State DSS about its supervisory and support responsibilities are recommended.

There is wide variation in the resources and capabilities of lo
cal departments and as a result some departments demon
strating low levels of performance. Many departments also
rely heavily on the State for supervision and support, which
underscores the critical role that State supervision and support
plays in Virginia’s locally-administered system.
STATE DSS NARROWLY INTERPRETS SUPERVISION
AND SUPPORT RESPONSIBILITIES
The Code of Virginia does not identify specific supervision re
sponsibilities for the State DSS, stipulating only that the com
missioner “shall supervise the administration of the provisions
of [title 63.2] and see that all laws pertaining to the Department
are carried out to their true intent and spirit.” Without specific
statutory direction about what supervision should entail, the
State’s interpretation of its responsibilities has become more
narrow over time. In the mid-1970s, the State Department of
Welfare (the State DSS predecessor organization) had a mis
sion statement that defined supervision as to “provide, within
its legal authority, leadership and support of public welfare
agencies.” The statement listed specific attributes of leader
ship and support, including program and policy development,
policy interpretation, technical consultation, training, adminis-
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trative supervision, and monitoring and evaluating local de
partments and programs.

Although the current mis
sion statement appears
adequate for the overall
system, there is currently
no specific articulation of
the mission or priorities of
the State DSS with respect
to local departments.

However, in 2005, the State DSS does not have its own mis
sion statement, but rather refers to the systemwide, outcomeoriented mission statement which is “people helping people tri
umph over poverty, abuse, and neglect to shape strong futures
for themselves, their families, and communities.” Although the
current mission statement appears adequate for the overall
system, there is currently no specific articulation of the mission
or priorities of the State DSS with respect to local depart
ments.
According to State law, “the local director shall act as agent for
the Commissioner in implementing the provisions of federal
and state law and regulation,” which suggests a shared re
sponsibility for Virginia’s social services programs. Further,
while local governments do provide funding for system opera
tions, the State contributes more total funds than local gov
ernments to Virginia’s social services system. However,
numerous State DSS division directors and staff routinely
noted in interviews that the locally-administered nature of the
system gives the State DSS limited authority or control over a
local department. Such a narrow interpretation of supervisory
responsibilities and support of local departments is not neces
sarily in the collective interest of the system, and in the longterm places the State in a passive, reactive position.
The issues already identified in Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6 result
in part from this narrow interpretation. For example, because
it is not specifically addressed in statute, the State has chosen
not to provide targeted human resource support to local de
partments experiencing unusually high staff turnover. In addi
tion to the issues already raised, there are other weaknesses
in the State’s supervision and support that have systemwide
consequences. The remainder of this chapter describes these
weaknesses and their negative impact on the entire social ser
vices system.

STATE DSS HAS WEAK STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT CAPABILITIES
The Code of Virginia requires the State DSS to “assist and co
operate with local authorities in the administration of social
services programs.” Some of the State’s shortcomings in pro
viding this support have been discussed in Chapters 4, 5, and
6. More problematic, perhaps, is the State’s lack of strategic
focus, including weaknesses in: data collection to support
strategic decision-making, analytic support to identify im
provement opportunities, and leadership in coordinating with
other organizations.
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Strategic Management Is Critical in Locally-Administered System
Taking a strategic approach to social services is a challenge.
As discussed in Chapter 3, external factors beyond the control
of government largely determine local caseload, and most pro
gram requirements are determined by the federal government.
Further, outcome-based management—difficult for any public
organization—is still in its infancy in the social services area.
Regardless, the complex nature of the system and the pro
grams it administers, in addition to the financial magnitude of
the programs involved, necessitates a strategic approach to
managing system operations. Because it has purview over all
120 local departments, the only organization that can strategi
cally manage the overall social services system is the State
DSS. Such management should include (1) collecting data
from and providing data to local departments that supports de
cision-making, (2) analyzing the data collected to identify
trends and improvement opportunities, and (3) coordinating
with other organizations working to achieve similar outcomes.
Voluminous, Segmented Data Collection Hinders Strategic Decision-Making

Longstanding Problem
In 1981, JLARC found that
"large amounts of data are
not sufficiently used."

Under the requirement to assist and cooperate with local au
thorities, statute requires the State to “collect and publish sta
tistics and such other data as may be deemed of value in
improving the care of persons and in correcting conditions that
contribute to dependency and delinquency.” While the State
DSS collects tremendous amounts of data from local departments—much of which is required by the federal govern
ment—it is questionable whether the State is turning the
voluminous data it collects into useful information to support
decision-making at both the State and local levels. In numer
ous instances observed by JLARC staff and reported by local
departments, State DSS staff appeared to struggle to produce
credible information to support internal decision-making and
respond to external information requests. For example, doz
ens of individual data elements exist about Virginia’s children
in the Foster Care program. However, when asked, State
DSS staff could not provide information on the extent to which
an increase in court-mandated foster care cases was contrib
uting to the increased difficulty some departments were having
placing children in foster homes or adoptive families.
The State DSS is further limited by its segmented approach to
data collection. Individual program divisions separately collect
program information from each local department. The Division
of Finance collects financial information from each local de
partment. The Division of Human Resources Management
collects human resources information from most, but not all,
local departments. This approach to data collection limits the
State’s ability to proactively support local departments that
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This approach to data
collection limits the State's
ability to proactively sup
port local departments that
may need assistance.

may need assistance because DSS cannot assess their over
all situation. For example, several departments are currently
operating well below the State average in certain performance
indicators, are located in jurisdictions that are under high fiscal
stress, are experiencing difficulties retaining and recruiting
staff, and will be experiencing retirements by the director and
other senior staff in the very near future. These departments
are at greatest risk for significant operational and performance
failures, yet this information resides in no single place within
the State DSS. Perhaps more concerning, no person or office
is responsible for comprehensively monitoring such issues.

State DSS Has Limited Analysis Capability

Longstanding Problem
In 1981, JLARC found that
"the department needs to
strengthen its research and
evaluation capability.”

Beyond data collection difficulties, the State DSS also does lit
tle analysis to support strategic decision-making and improved
performance. In fact, nearly three-fourths of local departments
report that the State DSS does a “poor” or “fair” job of dis
seminating usable policy analysis and assessments that iden
tify trends and improvement opportunities. Underscoring this
weakness are numerous issues that need additional analysis
to identify trends and performance improvement opportunities.
These issues have been identified by JLARC staff and State
and local staff throughout the course of this review, and are
shown in Exhibit 2.
Of the 14 issues identified in Exhibit 2, the State DSS appears
to have recently conducted analysis to address two:
• In November 2004, the State conducted analysis and
drafted a corrective action plan to improve the accuracy of
food stamp payments; and
• In August 2005, the State began an assessment to deter
mine the reasons for the increase in special needs adop
tions funds.
The remaining 12 issues are still outstanding and demonstrate
the State’s lack of attention to identifying and analyzing issues
and trends that may greatly impact system operations and per
formance.
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Exhibit 2
Issues Needing Analysis to Identify Trends and Improvement Opportunities
Source: JLARC staff analysis.

Benefit Programs
1. Emerging Medicaid issues, especially the impact of the increase of long-term care and
asset transfer cases confronting local eligibility workers;
2. The extent to which local departments conduct accurate Medicaid eligibility determina
tions and apply corrective actions where necessary;
3. Opportunities to leverage Medicaid funding, especially for certain administrative activi
ties;
4. The reasons for recent fluctuations in the food stamp error rate, after a number of years
of steady decline; and
5. Regional employment strategies and opportunities, including regional coordination with
employers across local departments.
Service Programs
6. Opportunities for statewide negotiation of vendor rates for treatment services and resi
dential placements;
7. The impact of methamphetamine and other substance abuse problems on service
caseloads and the nature of service casework, especially in the southwestern part of the
State;
8. The impact of a purported increase of children being court-mandated into foster care
that historically may have been placed in juvenile detention homes; and
9. The significant rise in the numbers of and required funds for special needs adoptions.
Financial, Human Resource, and Information Technology Management
10. The impact of increased local government spending for administrative costs on the abil
ity of some local departments to deliver services;
11. The impact of the decline in the amount of local department input into the budget proc
ess, which limits the State’s ability to fully determine systemwide priorities, issues, and
needs;
12. Ways to support local departments that report significant imbalances between existing
staff and current workload;
13. Identification of local departments potentially at risk because of current recruiting and re
tention issues and pending retirements; and
14. Opportunities to conduct statewide negotiations with third-party vendors of IT systems
used by some local departments to reduce overall system IT costs.
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State Could Improve Coordination with Other Departments, Organizations
Seeking Similar Outcomes, and Among Local Departments
The complexity of social services programs and the large num
ber of stakeholders—both within government and in other sec
tors—working to achieve similar outcomes places a premium
on coordination. While the informal relationships and partner
ships developed at the local level discussed in Chapter 3 are
one of the biggest advantages of Virginia’s locallyadministered system, coordination is also needed at the State
level. Both State DSS and local staff note that this coordina
tion needs to focus on working together to serve the same
people, sharing information, and sharing scarce resources for
services.
Need for Improved Coordination Among State Agencies
and Other Organizations. Local department staff routinely
lament the lack of a coordinated, statewide strategy around
workforce development. Local departments of social services,
the Virginia Employment Commission, Community Services
Boards, Community Action Agencies, Workforce Investment
Boards, and other regional organizations all have resources
and activities to prepare citizens for work and help them obtain
and maintain employment. According to both State and local
staff, this lack of coordination results in numerous duplicative,
under-resourced initiatives competing to achieve similar out
comes.

More than 80 percent of
local departments report
that coordination needs to
be improved with DMAS
for Medicaid eligibility
determinations.

A majority (62 percent) of local departments report that coordi
nation could be improved with Community Services Boards
(CSB) for adult service programs. More than half of local de
partments report coordination could be improved with the Department of Juvenile Justice, local school systems, and CSBs
for foster care. More than 80 percent of local departments report that coordination needs to be improved with DMAS for
Medicaid eligibility determinations, and more than 60 percent
report that improvement is needed with DMAS for the FAMIS
program.
Local Department Coordination Through Consolidation
and Collaboration. In 2003, the State DSS assessed the is
sue of consolidating local departments and concluded that
consolidation should be strongly encouraged and incentives
provided, but not required. There are currently 12 consoli
dated local departments that serve multiple localities. Some
local departments that are not officially consolidated but in
close geographic proximity still collaborate by, for example,
sharing staff resources. Several local departments within driv
ing distance of each other share supervisors or staff, with each
local department paying for a portion of their full-time salaries.
The supervisor or worker will spend a certain number of days
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each week in each of the various local departments, filling a
need in multiple departments that each could not afford to pay
for individually. However, these collaborative approaches to
sharing local resources are not widespread. This suggests the
need for a stronger State role in facilitating and encouraging
collaboration among local departments, particularly among
those highlighted in Chapter 3 who independently struggle to
access important resources or achieve target levels of per
formance.
State DSS Division with Strategic Management Responsibilities
Struggles to Have Impact
Within DSS, the Division of Quality Management is partly re
sponsible for data collection, analysis, and coordination. De
spite the weaknesses discussed above, the division does have
several initiatives underway focused on analysis, performance
improvement, and coordination. For example:
Self-Assessment for
Performance Improvement
Pennsylvania, which also
has a locally-administered
social services system,
provides local departments
with a self-assessment tool.
The tool allows local depart
ments to self-assess their
performance in several
areas, such as intake or
overall management. The
tool then suggests potential
best practices that may im
prove performance in areas
of need.

•

•

•

In partnership with other divisions, it is conducting more
targeted analysis and review of local departments.
Through these reviews it also attempts to identify possible
best practices used by local departments.
The division is collecting and compiling both output and
outcome information from local departments, and posting it
on a website that the State DSS and local staff can use to
identify trends in local department performance in impor
tant areas for most large programs.
The Office of Community Partnerships within the division
has created a self-assessment tool that community organi
zations can use to determine their capacity to apply for, re
ceive, and administer grant funding. This office also has
provided several small grants to community organizations
based partly on their ability to define measurable client
outcomes.

However, the Division of Quality Management appears to be
emblematic of the State-focused—and, at times, illogical—
structure and culture of the State DSS. For example, the divi
sion in recent months has been repeatedly reorganized, and
now appears to have limited authority within the State DSS or
ganization. Division staff appear to have difficulty getting staff
in other divisions to cooperate on activities such as coordi
nated data collection from local departments and providing
targeted support and training. These conditions hamper the
division’s effectiveness and contribute to the State’s ad-hoc,
reactive approach to strategic management. Such an ap
proach limits the system’s ability to conduct analysis, coordi
nate, and strategically administer social services. State DSS
staff, local departments, and non-profit organizations all ex-

Chapter 7: State Supervision and Support

93

press the desire to improve analysis and coordination, but
these critical aspects of strategic management do not appear
to be sufficiently emphasized within the State DSS organiza
tion.
Recommendation 7: The State Department of Social Ser
vices should improve its strategic management capabilities.
These improvements should at a minimum include: (a) collect
ing from and providing to local departments information that
supports improved decision-making; (b) enhancing the State
DSS ability to conduct analysis to identify trends and im
provement opportunities; and (c) more directly coordinating
with other State agencies and other organizations, and facili
tating collaboration among local departments.
STATE DSS ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE CONTRIBUTES TO INADEQUATE LOCAL
DEPARTMENT SUPERVISION AND SUPPORT
The Code of Virginia requires the State DSS to supervise local
departments. Local assessments of some State supervisory
responsibilities were positive or mixed. However, assess
ments of current State DSS supervision and support in specific
areas historically conducted by regional staff were more nega
tive. This appears to be in part because the current State DSS
organizational structure emphasizes State operations. Given
the number of local departments that struggle to perform and
lack access to important resources, this supervisory role is
critical to the success of Virginia’s state-supervised, locallyadministered system.
State DSS Organizational Structure Emphasizes State Operations
State statute provides the DSS commissioner the authority to
organize the State DSS as he or she sees fit. Of the 1,661
State DSS positions, only 35 percent provide supervision or
management support to local departments. As shown in Fig
ure 16, the divisions that comprise the current State DSS or
ganizational structure can be grouped into three broad
categories:
• State Program Administration - Nearly two-thirds of all
State DSS staff are in the Child Support Enforcement and
Licensing Divisions.
• Supervision for Local Program Administration – Most of the
roughly 210 staff that supervise local departments are in
the Family Services, Benefits Programs, and Child Care
and Development Divisions and focus on developing policy
within federal requirements.
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Figure 16
Allocation of State DSS Staff, by Division or Office
Source: JLARC analysis of data provided by State DSS Department of Human Resource Management.

Commissioner’s Office (14)

Supervision for Local Program Administration
(209.5)
Family
Services
(96)

Benefit
Programs
(64)

State Program Administration
(1,078)
Child Support
Enforcement
(909)

Audit Services (13)

Child Care and
Development (23.5)

Appeals and Fair
Hearings (13)

Management Support for Local Program
Administration (374)
Finance,
Budget* (160)

Information
Systems*
(98.5)

Quality
Management**
(67)

Licensing
(169)

Human Resources Management* (24)

Training* (4)
Legislative Affairs (5)

Public Affairs (15.5)

*Includes some staff that support the state-administered Child Support Enforcement and Licensing programs and State DSS staff.
**Includes most of State staff located in five regional offices and some program and management specialists that support local departments.

•

Local department assessments of the State’s performance
in this aspect of supervision were mixed. While more than
55 percent of local departments rated the State as “excel
lent” or “good” in developing effective policies for service
programs, about 40 percent provided the same rating for
benefit programs. Staff in these divisions also provide writ
ten policy guidance to local departments, interact with fed
eral and other State agencies, and collect data from local
departments.
Management Support for Local Program Administration –
Most of the 374 staff that provide management support to
local departments are in the Divisions of Finance, Quality
Management, and Information Systems. Staff in these di
visions perform financial and budget activities, including re
imbursing local governments for monthly expenditures and
managing and developing IT applications. These offices
also provide management support to State DSS staff.

Included among the staff that provide program supervision and
management support to local departments, are program and
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management specialists that interact most frequently with staff
at local departments. Most of these specialists are in the Divi
sion of Quality Management, but are supervised by managers
in other divisions in their respective subject area. For exam
ple, food stamp specialists are included in the Division of Qual
ity Management, but have their priorities determined,
performance evaluated, and schedules approved by managers
in the Division of Benefit Programs.
Role of State DSS Regional Structure Has Significantly Declined
Historically, these program and management specialists were
a vital link between State DSS staff in Richmond and staff in
the 120 local departments. These specialists and other staff
in regional offices routinely visited local departments, and pri
marily focused on:
• Communicating about State DSS initiatives;
• Communicating local concerns to State DSS staff in Rich
mond;
• Training local staff on program policies;
• Interpreting and clarifying complex policy;
• Providing advice and helping resolve problem cases; and
• Overseeing the accuracy and appropriateness of case ac
tions.

Longstanding Problem
In 1981, JLARC found that
the "State Department of
Welfare needs to resolve
organizational confusion and
strengthen the regional
offices to ensure effective
and consistent support and
oversight of system-wide
activities."

However, since the early 1990s, the State DSS has been dis
mantling its regional structure by decreasing the number of
staff physically located in the regional offices and diminishing
the role of regional directors. Prior to this decline, regional directors reported directly to the Commissioner. However, since
that time they have been moved progressively lower within the
organizational hierarchy, first by reporting to the Deputy Com
missioner, then to the Director of Quality Management. The
authority of regional directors is now significantly limited and
they currently do not supervise any staff. This has created
confusion among local departments about the purpose of the
regional structure and raises questions about the soundness
of the current regional approach.
The current regional structure, called Statewide Local Teams
by the State DSS, includes 96 positions allocated to six re
gions. Each of the six teams includes 16 positions focused on
program supervision and management support in specific
functional areas. Figures 17 and 18 show the allocation of po
sitions and staffing and geographic and caseload coverage of
the Statewide Local Teams. As of June 2005, there were only
52 Full Time Equivalent (FTE) people serving in the 96 posi
tions allocated to the six Statewide Local Teams. Only
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Figure 17
Comparison of Allocated Positions and Staffing and Staff Locations of Statewide Local
Teams
Source: JLARC analysis of State DSS documentation as of June 2005.

96 Allocated
Positions

51.9 FTEs
49% (25.66) Located in
Same Region They Are
Serving

38% (19.94)
Located at
State DSS in
Richmond

12% (6.31)
Located in
Different
Region

Note: Percentages do not total 100 due to rounding.

Figure 18
Staffing, Geography, and Case Coverage of Current Regional Teams
Source: JLARC analysis of State DSS and other documentation as of June 2005.
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half of the 52 FTEs were physically located in the region they
serve, while nearly 40 percent were located in Richmond.
The 96 regional positions
support approximately
8,500 local staff, a ratio of
one regional staff for every
88 local staff.

The 96 regional positions support approximately 8,500 local
staff, a ratio of one regional staff for every 88 local staff. This
ratio decreases when counting FTEs to one for every 163 local
staff, and further declines when counting actual FTEs physi
cally located in the same region to one to 326. By contrast, in
1980 the State DSS regions had 240 staff (not including Li
censing and Child Support) located in seven regional offices.
These 240 staff supported approximately 5,500 staff in local
departments, a ratio of one regional staff for every 23 local
staff.
Four of the six regions serve 20 local departments, one serves
21, and one serves 19. However, there are only five regional
offices. There are also variations in the geographic coverage
and the caseloads at the local departments each team sup
ports, and slight disparities by region in the percentage of
FTEs that are physically located in the region. Multiple posi
tions across regions are also being filled by the same person,
and in one case a single person was responsible for support
ing all six regions. For example, the same person is responsi
ble for IT support for the Western 1, Western 2, and Northern
2 teams.

Regional Decline Contributes to Weak State Supervision and Support

More than 70 percent of
local directors believe the
Statewide Local Team
structure will have a
"poor" or "fair" ability to
improve the quality and
availability of State support provided to their local
department.

At a minimum, the current regional structure is confusing to
most local departments. More importantly, the decline of the
regional structure appears to negatively impact the supervision
and support provided to local departments. The State DSS
promoted the current regional structure as a way to improve
service to local departments. However, more than 70 percent
of local directors believe the Statewide Local Team structure
will have a “poor” or “fair” ability to improve the quality and
availability of State support provided to their local department.
Local department assessments of specific State supervision
and support activities historically conducted by regional direc
tors and staff suggest that the decline in the regional structure
has contributed to weaknesses in these areas historically conducted by regional staff.
Regional Decline Inhibits Communication and Training.
Historically, regional directors and staff played a significant
role in ensuring effective communication between local and
State staff. However, the current structure appears insufficient
for communicating about both ongoing operations and upcom
ing changes. Both State and local staff indicated that the de
cline in the regional structure has made it more difficult to
manage the extensive information that is exchanged between
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The decline in the regional
structure has made it more
difficult to manage the ex
tensive information that is
exchanged between local
and State staff.

local and State staff. This is exemplified by the constant policy
updates and bulletins sent to local staff by the State, and
enormous amounts of raw data transmitted by local depart
ments to State DSS staff. Both State and local staff routinely
noted their inability to appropriately process and manage this
information. Improvements also appear necessary in commu
nication about changes to programs or initiatives. More than
60 percent of local departments rate the State DSS as “poor”
or “fair” in communication about upcoming program or man
agement changes for benefits programs.
Regional staff, particularly program and management special
ists, also used to conduct much of the training that was pro
vided to local staff. These staff are no longer as involved in
training, which is currently provided through contract by Vir
ginia Commonwealth University. While some of the training
initiatives underway appear promising (these are highlighted in
Chapter 8), it appears that the lack of State staff involvement
in training is of concern to local departments. Local staff note
that they no longer have a chance to interact with program and
management specialists at training sessions. Local staff also
noted the loss of the opportunities to develop and enhance the
important personal relationships that were possible previously.
In addition to this lack of interaction, local staff note the need
for improvement in the relevance of training to their daily work
activities. Nearly 60 percent of local departments report that
the State DSS does a “poor” or “fair” job of providing staff
training relevant to, and useful for, the current work environ
ment in benefit programs.
The ability of the State DSS to meet its statutory obligation to
provide training for members of local boards of social services
under the current organizational structure is questionable as
well. Local board members used to receive several-day train
ing sessions provided by regional staff. Now, however, be
cause of the confusion about roles and responsibilities,
regional staff report difficulty in obtaining permission for policy
specialists to provide this training. Several State DSS and lo
cal officials reported similar difficulties with training new direc
tors of local departments.
Regional Decline Hinders Policy Advice and State Over
sight. The locally-administered nature of Virginia’s system
and the number of local departments that struggle to perform
effectively underscores the need for clear, consistent policy
advice and strong State oversight. Regional directors and
staff used to frequently visit localities. During these visits and
in phone conversations, regional staff would help local staff in
terpret and clarify complex policies and conduct oversight by
monitoring case actions. However, local departments gave
mixed assessments of current State DSS efforts in these ar-
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eas historically conducted by regional staff. Half of local de
partments rate DSS as doing a “poor” or “fair” job of providing
clear and useful policy advice and consultation for benefit pro
grams. Nearly 40 percent of local departments provided the
same rating for service programs. More than 60 percent of lo
cal departments rate DSS as doing a “poor” or “fair” job of
conducting monitoring and compliance activities that yield ac
curate information for service programs. More than 55 percent
of local departments provided the same rating for benefit pro
grams.
State DSS staff noted they
are anxious whenever out
side organizations perform
a financial or performance
audit of a local depart
ment.

Without strong oversight, DSS has only limited knowledge of
whether local departments are complying with federal and
State requirements. State DSS staff themselves underscore
this point. For example, State DSS division directors and staff
repeatedly noted that they are anxious whenever outside or
ganizations, especially federal oversight agencies, audit the fi
nances or performance of an individual local department. One
State DSS manager noted that, absent more targeted over
sight through regional offices, she tries to anticipate which lo
cal departments federal agencies may review next and
devotes attention to that specific department.
While this lack of insight pervades nearly all aspects of system
operations, it is particularly concerning in the area of financial
management. Both State DSS and local department staff note
a lack of State knowledge and awareness as to whether all lo
cal reimbursement requests are valid. There are several re
cent examples of federal auditors visiting a local department
and finding unallowable expenses, which could potentially
have been avoided if the State played a more active oversight
role. While the complex and widely-distributed nature of Vir
ginia’s system makes some of these issues inevitable, it is
clearly in the long-term interests of both the State DSS and lo
cal departments to ensure appropriate oversight into local op
erations so that the overall integrity of system operations
remains intact.
Title IV-E Foster Care Shortfall Illustrates Oversight and
Communication Weakness. Perhaps the best example of
the negative impact of the decline in State DSS oversight and
understanding of local operations is the State’s current diffi
culty with receiving federal reimbursement for Title IV-E foster
care funding. In 1999, the State DSS was seeking to maxi
mize federal revenue and began a process that would allow
local departments to draw additional federal matching funds
for preventive activities designed to keep children from enter
ing foster care. Local departments submitted reimbursement
claims to the State DSS for these activities, which in turn the
State submitted to the Administration for Children and Families
(ACF) in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
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In early 2003, the ACF began to more carefully scrutinize Vir
ginia’s reimbursement claims, and in April 2003 made its first
significant deferral of State claims totaling approximately $7.5
million. The majority of these deferrals were, according to
ACF, because the expenses submitted by local departments
for reimbursement did not meet the criteria for allowable ex
penses. For a period of time after that first deferral, the State
continued to receive deferral notices from ACF but did not
formally notify local departments. In April 2004, the State DSS
formally halted this approach to Title IV-E foster care funding.
By May 2005, ACF had deferred tens of millions of dollars in
federal funds and reduced the State’s grant funding by $42.9
million. While the State has identified funds to cover a portion
of this shortfall through internal cost cutting and taking out a
treasury loan, a $36.2 million gap remained as of July 2005.
Significant, Pending
Financial Shortfall Likely
Depending on the outcome
of negotiations, the State
may be required to request
up to $36.2 million to cover
the unreimbursed federal
Title IV-E Foster Care
funds. This is five percent
of the total funds reim
bursed to all 120 local de
partments, and larger than
the total funds reimbursed
to most local departments.

The eventual outcome of these deferrals may not be known for
some time because they are still being reviewed and negoti
ated. However, the Title IV-E foster care funding shortfall ex
emplifies many of the issues discussed throughout this report,
including how the State’s lack of insight into local operations
and State-focused approach harms both the State DSS and
local departments. First, the State DSS did not have the or
ganizational capacity to fully oversee local reimbursement re
quests to determine whether they were allowable. Second,
the State’s lack of urgency about communicating the likelihood
that these funds would not be reimbursed led many local de
partments to continue to spend funds and request reimburse
ment.
Some local departments now have significant
unallowable expenses that they may need to pay for.
Given the example above and the impact of State weakness in
these areas, its oversight role is perhaps the most important
aspect of the State’s supervisory responsibilities.
More
broadly, without sufficient State attention to these roles, some
local departments—especially those discussed in Chapter 3
that struggle to perform—have limited external support. While
improvements in the data reported to the State and better in
formation systems may improve the State’s abilities in these
important supervisory areas, the State also needs to examine
its regional structure and determine its purpose in supervising
and supporting local departments.
Recommendation 8: The Department of Social Services
should evaluate the purposes for and benefits of having a re
gional structure. If it is determined that a regional structure
should be maintained, then one should be developed that will
serve expressly identified purposes. The criteria for the
evaluation should include the extent to which a regional struc
ture improves State DSS supervision and support.
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TURNOVER IN COMMISSIONER POSITION EXACERBATES WEAKNESSES,
AND ENHANCED STATUTORY DIRECTION IS NEEDED
The weaknesses in State DSS supervision and support are
further exacerbated by turnover at the DSS commissioner po
sition. This turnover negatively impacts both State DSS and
local staff. Because of this turnover and the narrow State DSS
interpretation of its supervisory and support responsibilities,
enhanced statutory direction to the State DSS about its re
sponsibilities is necessary.
Commissioner Turnover Exacerbates Weakness in State DSS Supervision and Support

Figure 19
DSS Commissioner Tenures
Source: State DSS Division of Human Resources Management.
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The DSS commissioner is appointed by and serves at the
pleasure of the Governor. Consequently, for most of the sys
tem’s history in Virginia, the State DSS commissioner was in
office for at least as long as the term of the governor who ap
pointed the commissioner. Seventeen different people have
served as commissioner, and seven of those served terms of
five years or longer. However, in recent years there has been
considerable turnover in the commissioner position, with five
different individuals holding the position in either acting, interim, or permanent roles over the last five years. As shown in
Figure 19, the average tenure of DSS commissioners between
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to 2005, it has been about one year (excluding the current
commissioner).
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The narrow State DSS interpretation of supervision and sup
port responsibilities, the commissioner’s authority to organize
the State DSS as he or she sees fit, and the recent increase in
turnover at the commissioner level, has led to numerous reor
ganizations of the State DSS within the past several years.
Commissioners in recent years have developed their own re
organization initiatives based on their individual interpretations
of the State’s role. This lack of consistency in the interpreta
tion of the role of the State and how to best fulfill it, especially
in facilitating local program administration, limits the State’s
ability to complete the long-term initiatives required to improve
performance in the complex social services environment.
While it is difficult to measure the impact of this turnover, both
State DSS and local staff agree that it has in recent years
negatively impacted their ability to be effective. Numerous
State DSS division directors and staff noted their frustration
with being frequently reorganized and the inability to complete
long-term projects. Nearly three-quarters of local departments
report that turnover at the commissioner level has “somewhat”
or “very negatively” impacted the delivery of effective and effi
cient services. Many local departments also provided insight
ful comments on the problems that this lack of continuity
causes as they attempt to administer programs. For example:
Instead of continuing progress with established
plans and priorities already begun at the State and
local level, each new administrator seems to be
lieve he or she has come into the position with a
new, better, and different approach. Seldom is
there an attempt to look at what has/has not
worked in the past, and seldom is there a compre
hensive attempt to pull key managers and local
representatives together for joint decision making.
Lack of coordination and communication among
staff in divisions and with local agencies is the
rule, which leads to an ever-changing atmosphere
in which little can be accomplished because eve
ryone is so busy learning the new rules and struc
tures while still trying to move forward with
previous priorities which will likely be changed.
Through it all, local agencies must continue to try
to accomplish their most important mission - ser
vice provision to families and children in their lo
cality.
***
This leadership vacuum has had significant nega
tive impacts on our agency's operations and, with
out a doubt, on our department's credibility in the
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eyes of our County Administrator and Board of
Supervisors.
The turnover also leads to an environment in which the impact
of any one commissioner is extremely limited. Many local di
rectors, especially those with years of experience, are often
skeptical and unwilling to embrace State initiatives, because
they are likely to be in place for only a short period of time.
This creates an incentive to “wait-out” each commissioner,
significantly diffusing the credibility of any single commissioner
with local directors and other stakeholders. This makes it very
difficult for the commissioner and the State DSS to agree on
priorities across all local departments, and maintain momen
tum for initiatives over the long-term.
Addressing State DSS Weaknesses Requires Increased Statutory Direction
The issues identified in this chapter and throughout this report
provide strong evidence that the improvement of overall sys
tem operations and performance depends in part on improved
State supervision and support. Three factors argue that these
needed improvements will not occur without increased statu
tory direction on the role of DSS. First, many of the issues
identified during this review are longstanding problems that
have been identified in previous JLARC studies or assess
ments by other organizations and have not been sufficiently
addressed. Second, the State’s current narrow interpretation
of its statutory supervision and support responsibilities makes
it unlikely the State DSS will assume responsibility for ad
dressing these issues. Third, the turnover at the DSS com
missioner position makes it increasingly important to provide
more specific statutory direction to future commissioners about
the intended role of the State DSS. Consequently, the Gen
eral Assembly may need to amend the Code to more ex
pressly set forth the supervisory and support responsibilities of
the State DSS.
Recommendation 9: The General Assembly may wish to
amend § 63.2-203 of the Code of Virginia to define specific
supervisory responsibilities that the commissioner and De
partment of Social Services must assume. These responsibili
ties should include: (a) providing local departments with
accurate and timely policy advice and guidance; (b) communi
cating about relevant federal and State policies and develop
ments; (c) conducting ongoing oversight of local department
operations and performance; and (d) ensuring, to the extent
possible, that Virginia’s citizens entitled to social services re
ceive efficient and effective service from local departments.
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Recommendation 10: The General Assembly may wish to
amend § 63.2-204 of the Code of Virginia to define specific
support responsibilities that the commissioner and Department
of Social Services must assume. These specific responsibili
ties should include: (a) providing to and collecting from local
departments financial, human resource, and program informa
tion necessary to support effective State and local decisionmaking; (b) proactively identifying opportunities for perform
ance improvement and/or corrective action at local depart
ments; (c) facilitating local program administration through
coordination with other relevant State agencies, other organi
zations, and among local departments; (d) providing guidance,
support, and resources to the extent possible to maintain and
improve performance at local departments; and (e) providing
recruiting, retention, and other human resources management
support to local departments.
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In Summary...

Chapter

8

Comprehensive Changes Needed

The findings in this report present a mixed picture of Virginia’s social
services system. The longstanding nature of many of the concerns discussed in this report suggests that the State DSS alone cannot improve
systems operations and performance. Although the State does have
several initiatives underway that, if successful, may address some of the
issues identified, their long-term sustainability is in question if the turnover in State DSS leadership continues. Therefore, a commission or
task force is needed to facilitate the development of a comprehensive
improvement plan to coordinate a response to the issues identified in
this report and integrate them with the ongoing State DSS improvement
initiatives. The General Assembly, executive branch, and local governments will need to provide ongoing oversight and participate in the longterm effort likely required to make the needed changes.

This chapter summarizes the findings identified in this report
and highlights several State DSS initiatives underway that may
address some of the issues. The chapter also proposes both
short-term and long-term changes needed to comprehensively
improve Virginia’s social services system.
SUMMARY ASSESSMENT OF VIRGINIA’S SYSTEM PRESENTS MIXED PICTURE
A summary assessment of the findings in this report presents
a mixed picture of the operation and performance of Virginia’s
social services system. As shown in Exhibit 3, there are some
positive aspects of the system’s operations and performance.
A number of local departments are performing at a high level
and meeting State and federal performance targets and re
quirements, and the State has provided more effective IT sup
port recently. However, there are many areas of concern. A
number of departments are falling well below State targets and
federal requirements on multiple performance measures, and
the State DSS is not providing adequate supervision and sup
port. Other areas of concern include the administrative fund
ing allocation process, the lack of human resource support,
and the limited analysis capabilities of the State DSS. In most
cases, recommendations have been presented to address the
areas of concern identified in this report.
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Summary Assessment of Social Services System Operations and Performance
Source: JLARC staff analysis.
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SEVERAL STATE DSS INITIATIVES CONSISTENT WITH NEEDED CHANGES,
BUT LONG-TERM SUCCESS IS IN QUESTION
Some promising initiatives are currently underway at the State
DSS. These initiatives, if successful, may address some of
the issues identified in this report that confront the system.
However, it is too early to determine whether these initiatives
will have any appreciative impact. Furthermore, the likelihood
of continued turnover in State DSS leadership places the longterm sustainability of these initiatives in question.
Strategic Plan and Planning Process
In 2004, the State DSS and some local departments collabo
rated to create the first systemwide strategic plan. This plan
articulated some outcome-oriented goals and objectives in
both program and management areas. However, this plan is
not directly linked to resources and does not prioritize or se
quence the many ambitious activities listed. More than 65
percent of local departments reported that this strategic plan
highly or moderately reflected the goals and priorities of their
local department, while nearly 25 percent said the plan mini
mally or did not reflect their goals.
Perhaps more important
than the plan itself is the
structure and process
used to create the plan.

Perhaps more important than the plan itself is the structure
and process used to create the plan. A number of committees
composed of State DSS and local staff were tasked with iden
tifying goals, objectives, and activities. For example, there is a
committee on improving business productivity through automa
tion that defined the system’s strategic goals for technology.
These committees’ State and local composition have the po
tential to improve the relationship between the State and some
local departments, and result in more clarity and agreement
around State and local roles, responsibilities, and priorities.
However, many local directors are skeptical of this initiative
and more time is needed to determine the long-term efficacy of
such an approach.
While the existing systemwide strategic plan and the process
to create it was an important first step, the recent push for stra
tegic planning by the Council on Virginia’s Future and the De
partment of Planning and Budget is an additional vehicle for
identifying priorities, strategies, and resources. Although the
State DSS efforts under this initiative could not be assessed
due to the timing of this review, it appears that these efforts
represent a potential opportunity to:
• Within a shared mission, vision, and set of outcomes, dis
cuss with local departments, other State agencies, and
non-profit organizations the appropriate goals and objec
tives of the social services system;
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•
•
•
•

Identify the customers and partners of the State DSS;
Determine the products and services the State DSS will
provide to those customers and partners;
Determine the resources required to provide those ser
vices and responsibility at the State and local level for pro
viding those resources; and
Align the State DSS mission with measurable objectives so
that the State DSS can be held accountable.

Chief Operating Officer Position
In the summer of 2005, the State DSS created a new Chief
Operating Officer (COO) position within the organizational
structure. The COO is responsible for leading the administra
tive functions of the State DSS, establishing long-range goals
and plans for the system, and serving as the head of the
agency in the absence of the commissioner. This new position
is intended to improve continuity and reduce the number of of
fices reporting directly to the commissioner. Prior to the COO
position, all divisions and offices in the State DSS organization
reported directly to the commissioner’s office. If successfully
staffed and executed, this new position has the potential to
improve continuity even if turnover at the commissioner level
continues because it is a non-political, career position and su
pervises most divisions that undertake management and sup
port functions within the State DSS.
Program Improvement Plan
To respond to the deficiencies identified in the federal Child
and Family Services Review, the State DSS worked with local
departments to draft a program improvement plan. This plan
appears to be an important step in responding to the increased
federal accountability for results in service programs. This
plan also appears to include some of the attributes necessary
to make more informed resource and management decisions.
For example, the funds provided by the General Assembly to
partially implement the plan were distributed by the State DSS
among local departments based on caseload levels. Overall,
however, the plan’s usefulness is still plagued by the informa
tion gaps discussed in Chapter 5, including the lack of suffi
cient information on staffing, workload, workload and staffing
imbalances, and staff skills and abilities.
Needs-Based Training Curriculum
The Virginia Commonwealth University’s Virginia Institute of
Social Services Training Activities (VISSTA) is currently under
contract with the State DSS to provide the majority of training
to State DSS and local department staff. Despite the chal-
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lenges of changing training requirements and a locallyadministered system, VISSTA appears to have several initia
tives underway that may improve the quality of training avail
able, and more broadly help the system address some of its
existing and pending human resource problems. For example:
• A more tailored training curriculum based on the level of
experience of local department staff, and the additional
training needed to develop or improve skills and abilities
required to administer programs.
• An increased focus on management training and succes
sion planning. VISSTA has been developing a succession
planning training program through a grant provided by the
Annie E. Casey foundation.
In addition to training provided by VISSTA, VCU and other
schools of social work provide child welfare stipends to current
students to encourage them to work in the government sector
upon graduation.
Business Process Transformation Projects
In January 2005, the State DSS issued a request for proposals
for business process re-engineering support and subsequently
awarded a $1 million contract. In the spring and summer of
2005, the contractor and a team of three State and 10 local
staff conducted analysis and visited local departments to iden
tify improvements needed in the system’s current program
processes and information systems. There are three primary
products:
• A description and assessment of the current processes
and systems local departments use to administer pro
grams, completed in July 2005.
• A description of a future environment based on an as
sessment of how the current processes and systems can
be improved, completed in August 2005.
• A plan to transition from the current to future environments,
including an assessment of the differences between the
current and future environments and the critical elements
that must be in place for the transition to occur. This plan
is scheduled to be completed in November 2005.
The team that conducted this work appeared to solicit local
participation throughout the process. The team’s conclusions
are also similar to many of the findings in this report, and ap
pear to describe a future environment that has the potential to
be more efficient and effective. However, while this initiative
has promise, there are numerous pitfalls, including:
• The programs administered by the system are complex
and at times have conflicting program rules and require
ments. This complexity, along with the scale and decen-
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•

tralized nature of Virginia’s system, make the prospects of
building a more uniform process to meet the necessary re
quirements difficult. The challenges to do so are not tech
nological, but rather programmatic and managerial.
The narrow interpretation of State DSS supervision and
support requirements and perceived limited authority of the
State identified in Chapter 7 may make it difficult to man
date standardized business processes to local depart
ments.
The proposal recommends a separate office for change
management, which is counter to the long-held tenet of ef
fective change management that separate offices for such
activities typically fail to have the necessary organizational
influence and programmatic context and buy-in.

SPECIAL COMMISSION AND LEGISLATIVE INVOLVEMENT
ARE NEEDED TO GUIDE COMPREHENSIVE CHANGES
The comprehensive nature of the changes required and the
existence of several State DSS initiatives that may impact the
issues raised in this report will require extensive coordination
and opportunity for input. Such an approach requires a com
prehensive plan, addressing both short-term and long-term
perspectives.
Short-Term Progress Requires Creation of Commission or Task Force
The Governor and the Secretary of Health and Human Re
sources should play a direct role in addressing the issues
identified in this report in order to provide sufficient emphasis
on the changes needed. A special commission or task force
may be the most appropriate mechanism for developing an
improvement plan to implement these changes.
The commission or task force to guide the creation of the im
provement plan should have the participation of the Secretary
of Health and Human Resources, the Commissioner of DSS,
members of the State Board of Social Services, key State DSS
staff, local departments of social services, and members of lo
cal boards of social services. The commission or task force
should also be required to periodically update the legislature
on the progress towards addressing this report’s recommenda
tions.
A commission or task force is necessary for several reasons.
First, no mechanism currently exists in State government that
can appropriately facilitate the discussion and analysis neces
sary to successfully consider and plan the required changes.
Second, the insight and perspective of the many stakeholders
at the State and local levels will be critical to determining how
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to implement the more substantial changes recommended in
this report. Additionally, the State DSS has a mixed track re
cord implementing improvement initiatives. Finally, because
the State DSS is the object of many of the needed changes, it
may not be objective in its assessment of what changes
should occur and how to best implement them. A commission
or task force can serve as a vehicle for examining needed
change that can facilitate the consideration of the perspectives
of the relevant stakeholders, provide objectivity, and begin to
hold the State DSS accountable for making progress.
The commission or task force should be a relatively short-term
group with at least three functions:
1. Provide sufficient attention to the importance of addressing
these changes and momentum to making change happen.
2. Help address larger policy issues as needed, including
those raised in this report requiring multiple perspectives,
such as: how best to improve DSS’s strategic manage
ment, the role of the State regional structure, how to im
plement the increased State DSS statutory supervisory
and support responsibilities, and how the current process
for allocating administrative funds should be modified.
3. Oversee the development of a comprehensive plan to im
plement the changes called for in this report, and to appro
priately integrate as necessary ongoing or pending State
DSS initiatives, in particular the business process trans
formation projects.
Recommendation 11: The General Assembly may wish to
consider adopting a joint resolution to establish a commission
or task force to examine the recommendations in this report
and other relevant issues and ongoing improvement initiatives.
The commission or task force should then develop a compre
hensive improvement plan to address the changes needed.
The commission or task force should include the Secretary of
Health and Human Resources, the DSS Commissioner, mem
bers of the State Board of Social Services, key State DSS
staff, directors of local departments of social services, and
members of local boards of social services. The General As
sembly may wish to consider requiring the commission or task
force to regularly report its progress to the Senate Finance and
Rehabilitation and Social Services committees and the House
Appropriations and Health, Welfare, and Institutions commit
tees. The General Assembly also may wish to consider requir
ing the commission or task force to present to these
committees a plan to complete the necessary changes prior to
the 2008 General Assembly session.
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Long-Term Progress Depends on General Assembly, Executive Branch,
and Local-Level Participation and Oversight
Planning to address the necessary changes is challenging, but
can be accomplished in a relatively short period of time. Im
plementing some of the needed changes, however, will be a
long-term effort. The sustained attention of the General As
sembly while implementing the comprehensive changes will be
especially critical. The impact of turnover at the State DSS
commissioner level discussed in Chapter 7 highlights the im
portant role of long-term legislative oversight in ensuring con
tinued progress within the system. While several JLARC
recommendations in this report specifically call for increased
legislative involvement, ongoing oversight will also be neces
sary at various, key points throughout the process of imple
menting the comprehensive changes.
Successfully executing plans in an environment as complex as
the social services system also requires sustained, continuous
support and attention at the highest levels within the executive
branch, including the Governor, Health and Human Resources
Secretariat, and the State DSS commissioner. Successful im
plementation of the needed changes will also require the
commitment and involvement of State DSS career staff. This
is important not only to ensure continuity across changes in
administrations and commissioners, but also to build staff-level
commitment and make the changes proposed relevant to so
cial service program delivery.
Finally, because Virginia’s system is locally-administered, no
change effort can be successful without local involvement. Di
rectors at some local departments interviewed for this report
expressed frustration with the issues in this report and harbor
some resentment toward the State. However, many local di
rectors still appear willing to participate in initiatives that may
improve their operations and benefit the system as a whole.
This willingness to participate in the reform process will be
critical to the long-term success of the change effort.
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Appendix

A

Study Mandate

HOUSE JOINT RESOLUTION NO. 193
Directing the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission to study the operation and per
formance of the Commonwealth's social services system. Report.
Agreed to by the House of Delegates, February 17, 2004
Agreed to by the Senate, March 9, 2004
WHEREAS, vital social services are delivered to citizens of the Commonwealth through a system that includes the
Department of Social Services, local departments of social services, and community action agencies; and
WHEREAS, the social services system's strategic plan for State Fiscal Years 2004-2006 states the system's mission
as "People helping people triumph over poverty, abuse and neglect to shape strong futures for themselves, their
families, and communities," and its vision as "A Commonwealth in which individuals and families have access to
adequate, affordable, high quality human/social services that enable them to be the best they can"; and
WHEREAS, having available adequate resources is important to the social services system's ability to ensure that
quality services are delivered in a timely manner and to fulfill the system's mission and vision; and
WHEREAS, the Department of Social Services and local departments of social services utilize a number of complex
information systems to deliver services to customers, and the need for appropriate interfacing through these systems
with other agencies is critical to comprehensive service delivery; now, therefore, be it
RESOLVED by the House of Delegates, the Senate concurring, That the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Com
mission be directed to study the operation and performance of the Commonwealth's social services system.
In conducting its study, the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission shall assess the effectiveness of the
social services system as measured by (i) changes in customer self-sufficiency; (ii) the delivery of effective preven
tion and early intervention services; (iii) the availability of necessary resources to ensure the delivery of quality ser
vices in a timely manner; and (iv) the adequacy and effectiveness of information systems, such as the Application
Benefit Delivery Automation Project (ADAPT), including the effective coordination of services by the Departments
of Social Services, Medical Assistance Services, and Juvenile Justice. The Joint Legislative Audit and Review
Commission shall make recommendations based upon the findings of the study to improve the Department's per
formance for each of these measures.
All agencies of the Commonwealth shall provide assistance to the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission
for this study, upon request. The Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission shall report concerning State Fis
cal Year 2005. The Chairman shall report the Commission's findings and recommendations to the Governor, the
General Assembly, and the Commissioner of the Department of Social Services by December 31, 2005, and shall
submit to the Division of Legislative Automated Systems an executive summary of its findings and recommenda
tions no later than the first day of the 2006 Regular Session of the General Assembly. The executive summaries and
the documents shall be submitted as provided in the procedures of the Division of Legislative Automated Systems
for the processing of legislative documents and reports and shall be posted on the General Assembly's website.
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Appendix

B

Local Department
Background Information
The table below provides key background information about
each of Virginia’s 120 local departments:
• State DSS Region: DSS currently has six regions: (e1 =
Eastern Area 1; e2 = Eastern Area 2; n1 = Northern Area
1; n2 = Northern Area 2; w1 = Western Area 1; and w2 =
Western Area 2).
• Local Department Class Size: DSS uses different classifi
cations to categorize local departments by the number of
permanent, full-time positions they are authorized to have:
(I = fewer than 11; II = 11 – 20; III = 21 – 80; IV = 81 – 160;
V = 161 – 360; and VI = 361 or more).
• Local Department HR Type: Local departments are al
lowed to deviate from State human resources policies and
procedures. Deviating (dev) local departments use some
or all of their local jurisdiction’s human resource policies
and systems. Non-deviating (non-dev) local departments
use all of the State’s human resource policies and sys
tems.
• Total Local Department Expenditures Reimbursed: The
amount of funds reimbursed to each local department in
FY 2004. This amount excludes non-reimbursable expen
ditures.
• Food Stamp Participants: The number of food stamp par
ticipants served by the local department in FY 2004.
• Children in Foster Care: The average number of children
in foster care of each local department in 2004.

Information about Local Departments
Source: State DSS Division of Human Resources Management, and LASER, ADAPT, and OASIS systems.

Local Department
Accomack
Albemarle
Alleghany /
Covington*
Amelia
Amherst
Appomattox
Arlington

State
DSS
Region
e1
n2

Class
Size
III
III

w2
e2
w2
w2
n1

III
II
III
II
IV

Non-dev
Dev

Total Expenditures
Reimbursed
FY 2004
$3,712,186
7,177,715

Food Stamp
Participants
FY 2004
3,562
2,326

Average
Children in
Foster Care
2004
33.92
106.00

Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Dev

2,767,542
923,184
2,162,471
1,121,346
16,633,875

2,120
783
2,403
1,379
3,984

39.00
5.75
26.42
5.67
166.42

HR Type
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Local Department
Shenandoah
Valley*
Bath
Bedford*
Bland
Botetourt
Brunswick
Buchanan
Buckingham
Campbell
Caroline
Carroll
Charles City
Charlotte
Chesterfield /
Colonial Heights*
Clarke
Craig
Culpeper
Cumberland
Dickenson
Dinwiddie
Essex
Fairfax*
Fauquier
Floyd
Fluvanna
Franklin County
Frederick
Giles
Gloucester
Goochland
Grayson
Greene
Greensville /
Emporia*
Halifax*
Hanover
Henrico
Henry /
Martinsville*
Highland
Isle of Wight
James City
King and Queen
King George
King William
Lancaster
Lee
Loudoun
Louisa
Lunenburg
Madison
Mathews
Mecklenburg
Middlesex
Montgomery
Nelson

HR Type

Total Expenditures
Reimbursed
FY 2004

Food Stamp
Participants
FY 2004

Average
Children in
Foster Care
2004

IV
I
III
I
II
III
III
III
III
III
III
II
III

Dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev

10,147,127
443,567
5,966,995
735,445
1,242,633
1,877,615
4,902,039
1,347,689
4,652,347
2,089,449
2,381,778
844,532
1,793,720

6,374
148
3,222
418
766
2,320
4,381
1,787
4,185
2,078
3,091
482
1,341

182.58
4.25
81.58
8.50
26.25
5.00
88.50
11.75
79.67
7.50
14.50
3.50
7.17

n2
n1
w2
n1
e2
w1
e1
e2
n1
n1
w1
n2
w2
n1
w1
e2
n2
w1
n2

V
II
I
III
II
III
III
II
VI
III
II
II
III
III
III
III
II
III
II

Dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Dev
Dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Dev

13,258,448
1,245,536
483,412
5,315,160
906,346
3,967,509
2,203,399
841,744
79,456,392
3,449,936
1,012,167
1,581,368
3,369,009
4,043,898
1,267,689
2,444,434
1,377,105
1,488,866
1,299,187

10,822
322
254
1,783
1,103
2,591
2,220
1,247
16,495
1,458
995
601
3,902
1,863
1,300
1,672
585
1,792
886

146.33
17.83
14.17
51.83
10.83
51.00
10.75
12.00
466.75
46.25
9.33
19.42
63.00
53.92
22.75
31.17
18.33
32.17
15.58

e1
w2
n2
n2

III
III
III
IV

Non-dev
Non-dev
Dev
Dev

2,142,007
3,753,340
3,976,184
18,099,598

1,587
4,151
2,247
11,606

12.00
27.17
42.58
169.25

w2
n1
e1
e1
e2
n2
e2
e2
w1
n1
n2
e2
n1
e2
e2
e2
w1
n2

IV
I
III
III
I
II
II
II
III
III
III
II
II
II
III
II
III
II

Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Dev
Dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev

5,406,225
264,339
2,567,565
4,456,728
874,234
1,357,740
804,906
1,088,646
4,925,568
8,484,403
2,288,425
804,952
927,042
787,200
2,339,814
779,031
4,662,052
1,009,203

8,193
120
2,288
1,814
652
1,002
656
1,142
4,788
2,740
1,558
1,386
525
491
2,976
735
4,041
905

70.08
1.83
22.17
24.75
6.00
19.42
5.33
4.17
92.83
50.08
26.00
5.92
6.50
7.58
37.42
7.42
41.92
10.33

State
DSS
Region

Class
Size

n1
w2
w2
w1
w2
e1
w1
w2
w2
n2
w1
e2
e2
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Local Department
New Kent
Northampton
Northumberland
Nottoway
Orange
Page
Patrick
Pittsylvania
Powhatan
Prince Edward
Prince George
Prince William
Pulaski
Rappahannock
Richmond County
Roanoke County*
Rockbridge /
Buena Vista /
Lexington*
Harrisonburg /
Rockingham*
Russell
Scott
Shenandoah
Smyth
Southampton
Spotsylvania
Stafford
Surry
Sussex
Tazewell
Warren
Washington
Westmoreland
Wise
Wythe
York / Poquoson*
Alexandria
Bristol
Charlottesville
Chesapeake
Danville
Franklin City
Fredericksburg
Galax
Hampton
Hopewell
Lynchburg
Manassas
Manassas Park
Newport News
Norfolk
Norton
Petersburg
Portsmouth
Radford
Richmond City
Roanoke City

Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Dev
Dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Dev

Total Expenditures
Reimbursed
FY 2004
792,080
2,667,396
1,098,809
1,344,702
1,888,169
1,827,502
1,591,765
4,014,336
1,223,595
1,825,241
1,572,393
22,720,201
3,853,237
823,222
663,020
6,133,168

Food Stamp
Participants
FY 2004
353
1,797
921
1,844
1,305
1,567
2,160
4,809
451
1,935
1,156
9,386
3,335
136
714
3,395

Average
Children in
Foster Care
2004
11.33
25.83
11.50
11.00
24.33
24.00
18.67
26.17
11.50
7.58
13.50
192.33
81.25
10.42
12.83
103.83

III

Non-dev

2,075,452

1,746

29.83

IV
III
III
III
III
III
III
III
III
III
III
III
III
III
IV
III
III
IV
III
IV
V
IV
III
III
II
V
III
IV
III
II
VI
VI
II
IV
V
II
VI
V

Dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Dev
Dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Dev
Non-dev
Dev
Dev
Dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Dev
Non-dev
Dev
Dev
Dev
Dev
Dev
Non-dev
Non-dev
Dev
Non-dev
Dev
Dev

7,192,617
3,259,630
2,466,425
2,462,690
4,044,036
1,747,046
5,719,817
6,137,477
1,434,813
1,702,398
5,305,828
3,210,726
4,024,297
1,711,755
6,391,478
2,591,339
4,130,229
21,067,710
2,932,753
11,678,691
13,332,240
6,816,068
1,829,624
3,116,298
1,136,860
15,332,827
4,041,793
10,712,920
2,795,744
1,074,564
28,213,751
42,054,862
829,466
8,428,559
18,135,598
1,048,689
54,944,224
16,650,403

2,385
4,299
2,203
1,781
3,642
1,692
3,410
3,043
541
1,096
5,554
2,024
3,966
1,623
7,278
2,543
1,330
4,992
2,647
3,751
10,708
8,028
1,514
2,006
1,158
11,943
3,823
7,733
1,358
371
18,845
29,152
805
6,208
12,204
893
30,546
12,183

177.00
48.50
33.08
25.50
37.83
3.75
100.25
103.17
5.17
4.58
134.83
45.17
30.75
12.67
108.75
31.50
28.67
198.50
28.00
188.50
157.00
63.92
7.00
31.92
4.33
245.58
40.00
189.42
29.42
7.33
447.33
388.83
4.25
106.83
219.00
13.17
581.17
346.67

State
DSS
Region
e2
e1
e2
e2
n2
n1
w2
w2
n2
e2
e2
n1
w1
n1
e2
w2

Class
Size
I
III
II
II
III
III
III
III
II
III
II
V
III
II
II
III

w2
n1
w1
w1
n1
w1
e1
n2
n2
e1
e1
w1
n1
w1
e2
w1
w1
e1
n1
w1
n2
e1
w2
e1
n2
w1
e1
n2
w2
n1
n1
e1
e1
w1
n2
e1
w1
n2
w2

HR Type
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Local Department
Suffolk
Virginia Beach
Williamsburg
Winchester

State
DSS
Region
e1
e1
e1

Class
Size
IV
V
II

n1

III

Dev
Dev
Dev

Total Expenditures
Reimbursed
FY 2004
8,193,880
30,322,126
1,426,665

Food Stamp
Participants
FY 2004
6,899
14,851
433

Average
Children in
Foster Care
2004
87.50
305.50
15.92

Dev

3,094,774

1,695

49.08

HR Type

*Denotes consolidated local department.
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Appendix

C

Research Issues
and Methods

This appendix summarizes the research issues and methods
JLARC staff used during its review of the operation and per
formance of Virginia’s social services system.
RESEARCH ISSUES
The study addressed the following six research issues, which
are broadly focused on the operations and performance of the
social services system:
1. Does the State provide adequate program supervision to
facilitate effective and efficient local operation and per
formance?
2. Do local departments efficiently and effectively administer
social services programs?
3. Do funding levels and budget, allocation, and financial
management processes adequately support local opera
tion and performance?
4. Does the State provide adequate human resource man
agement support to local departments?
5. To what extent does the social services information system
infrastructure facilitate efficient and effective local opera
tion and performance?
6. Does the current structure and allocation of responsibilities
optimize the operation and performance of the social ser
vices system?
RESEARCH METHODS
To address the six research issues, JLARC staff employed a
variety of research methods, including quantitative data analy
sis, interviews, site visits to local departments, and a survey.
Quantitative Data Analysis
To provide a statewide context for the team’s interviews,
JLARC staff collected large amounts of data from a variety of
sources. Performance and caseload data were collected from
the Divisions of Benefits Programs, Family Services, and
Quality Management. Financial reimbursement data for all so
cial services reimbursement categories were collected from
the Division of Finance. Human resources information for all
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employees of non-deviating local departments were collected
from the Division of Human Resource Management. Informa
tion about Virginia’s localities, such as population, poverty
rate, and fiscal stress, was collected from the U.S. Census Bu
reau, the Commission on Local Government, and University of
Virginia’s Weldon Cooper Center.
JLARC staff used this information to help select local depart
ments for site visits, characterize statewide and local program
performance, and identify funding and staffing trends.
Interviews with State DSS Commissioners, Directors, and Staff
Throughout the course of this review, JLARC staff met with the
State DSS commissioners, key State DSS division directors,
and staff in these divisions. These meetings were designed to
collect background information about social services programs
and the State DSS organizational structure, priorities, and re
sponsibilities. These meetings were also designed to facilitate
the collection of information about social service program per
formance, workload, funding, human resources, and informa
tion technology.
Local Department Site Visits and Phone Interviews
To better understand operational and performance issues at
local departments and the impact of the current DSS funds al
location process, JLARC staff made site visits, held meetings,
or conducted phone interviews with 27 of the 120 local de
partments. As shown in the table and figure on the following
page, these departments covered all size departments; repre
sented localities with high, low, and medium population den
sity; and all regions of the State.
Operation and Performance Site Visits. The team visited 18
local departments to better understand the factors and charac
teristics associated with high and low levels of performance.
These visits provided insight into the performance levels of lo
cal departments and yielded descriptive information about:
• The relationship of local characteristics (local ability to pay,
size, region) to performance;
• The relationship of local structures, practices, and other
factors (process integration, external partnering, leadership
style) to performance;
• Issues related to workload and staffing (caseload change,
work-required change, staffing change) and the impact of
any imbalances on performance;
• The quality and level of State support (program supervi
sion, budget and financial management, human resources
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management, and IT management) and its impact on per
formance; and
The availability and contribution of key resources (funding,
staffing levels and skills, IT systems) to performance.

•

To identify local departments that demonstrated both high and
low performance in service and benefit programs, the team
used quality and timeliness data maintained by the State DSS,
including the following:
• Percentage of children in foster care that were adopted in
each locality for 2004,
• Average time children spent in foster care in each locality
for 2004,
• Percentage of eligible people in each locality receiving
food stamps,
• Percentage of TANF recipients that are employed at least
three months after their first employment date, and
• Percentage of Medicaid applications processed within the
45-day time limit.
Classification and Population Density of Departments Included in JLARC Site Visits,
Meetings, and Phone Interviews
Source: JLARC staff analysis.

Local Department
Arlington
Bristol
Campbell
Charlottesville
Chesterfield / Colonial Heights
Clarke
Craig
Fairfax
Franklin City
Harrisonburg / Rockingham
Henrico
Henry / Martinsville
King William
Lee
Lynchburg
Madison
Northampton
Northumberland
Patrick
Prince William
York / Poquoson
Richmond County
Richmond City
Roanoke City
Shenandoah Valley (Augusta /
Staunton / Waynesboro)
Surry
Virginia Beach

Classification
I

II

III

IV

Population Density
V

VI

X

High

Low

Medium

X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X
X

X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X
X

X
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Figure
Local Departments Included in JLARC Site Visits, Meetings, and Phone Interviews
Source: JLARC staff analysis.
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Northampton

Poquoson

Virgini
Virginia
Beac
Beach
h

Funds Allocation Process Site Visits. Another purpose of
JLARC staff site visits was to better understand the impact, if
any, of the DSS funds allocation process. The purpose of
these visits was to learn about the following:
• Perceived equity and adequacy of the current funds alloca
tion process (caseload levels and funding);
• Impact of current funding levels and processes on both
mandated and non-mandated programs (service quality
and timeliness for mandated programs, reduced or elimi
nated services for non-mandated programs); and
• Impact of current funding levels and processes on local
government (relationship with local board and local gov
ernment).
To identify local departments to visit, the team obtained the fol
lowing data from the Weldon Cooper Center, the Auditor of
Public Accounts, DSS systems, and the Commission on Local
Government:
• Local characteristics including changes in population,
population density, those not speaking English well, pov
erty, high-school graduation rates, and single female
heads of household between 1990 and 2000;
• Indicators of local social services priority, including local
funding provided to each department as a percentage of
the total local government budget in 2004, and local per
capita spending on social services; and
• Local ability to pay indicators that determine the extent to
which a local government could potentially raise additional
revenue to provide funding to the local departments of so
cial services as needed.
Local Department Survey
Because JLARC staff could not visit all 120 local departments,
a survey was administered to all local departments. The sur
vey was administered between June and July 2005 using webbased survey software. Of the 120 local departments, 97, or
more than 80 percent, responded to the survey. There were
no patterns in the size or geographic location of the nonrespondents.
Other Research Methods
In addition to the above research methods, JLARC staff also
conducted interviews with members of the State Board of So
cial Services; officials from other State agencies such as the
Department of Medical Assistance Services; Community Ac
tion Agencies; and other non-profit organizations. JLARC staff
also collected information about other states’ social services
programs and conducted phone interviews with officials from
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North Carolina, Maryland, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Colorado.
Staff also reviewed social services and management literature
and secondary research and attended ongoing meetings of
several standing IT committees.
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Appendix

D
Acronym

ACF
ADAPT
ASAPS
APECS
CMS
COO
CFSR
CPS
CSB
DHRM
DMAS
DMS
DPB
DSS
EAS
FAMIS
FSCTS
FPL
FTE
HHS
HJR
IEVS
ISSDS
IT
ITIM
LASER
LETS
LDAP
MEDPEND
MMIS
OASIS
ODBC
PIP
PPEA
RFP
RTIP
SACWIS
SDX
SPIDER
TANF
USDA
VACIS
VIEW
VISSTA
VITA
VLSSE

Glossary of Acronyms

Definition
Administration for Children and Families
Application Benefit Delivery Automation Project
Adult Services/Adult Protective Services
Automated Program to Enforce Child Support
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services
Chief Operating Officer
Child and Family Services Review
Child Protective Services
Community Services Board
State DSS Division of Human Resources Management
Department of Medical Assistance Services
Database Management System
Department of Planning and Budget
State Department of Social Services
Energy Assistance System
Family Access to Medical Insurance Security Plan
Food Stamp Claim Tracking System
Federal Poverty Level
Full Time Equivalent
Department of Health and Human Services
House Joint Resolution
Income Eligibility Verification System
Integrated Social Services Delivery System
Information Technology
Information Technology Investment Management
Locality Automated System for Expenditure Reimbursement
Local Employee Tracking System
Lightweight Directory Access Protocol
Medicaid Pending Application System
Medicaid Management Information System
Online Automated Services Information System
Open Database Connectivity
Program Improvement Plan
Public-Private Education and Infrastructure Act
Request for Proposal
Recommended Technology Investment Projects
Statewide Automated Child Welfare Information Systems
State Data Exchange
Systems Partnering in a Demographic Repository
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
United States Department of Agriculture
Virginia Client Information System
Virginia Initiative for Employment, Not Welfare
Virginia Institute of Social Services Training Activities
Virginia Information Technologies Agency
Virginia League of Social Services Executives
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Appendix

E

Agency Response

As a part of the extensive validation process, State agencies
and other entities involved in a JLARC assessment effort are
given the opportunity to comment on an exposure draft of the
report. Appropriate technical corrections resulting from com
ments provided by these entities have been made in this ver
sion of the report. This appendix includes the written response
of the Virginia Department of Social Services.
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JLARC Staff

Executive Staff
Philip A. Leone, Director
Glen S. Tittermary, Deputy Director
Division Chiefs
Robert B. Rotz, Senior Division Chief
Harold E. Greer III, Division Chief
Section Managers
Patricia S. Bishop, Fiscal & Administrative Services
Gregory J. Rest, Research Methods
Walter L. Smiley, Fiscal Analysis
Project Leaders
Aris W. Bearse
Ashley S. Colvin
Justin C. Brown
Martha L. Erwin

Eric H. Messick
Nathalie Molliet-Ribet
Kimberly A. Sarte

Janice G. Baab
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Jennifer Breidenbaugh
M. Angela Coleman
Eileen T. Fleck
Jennifer N. Jenkins
Brad B. Marsh

Ellen J. Miller
Paula C. Lambert
Jason W. Powell
Tracey R. Smith
Elisabeth M. Thomson
Christine D. Wolfe
Kent S. Wyatt

Joan M. Irby

Betsy M. Jackson

Project Staff

Administrative and
Research Support Staff

Recent JLARC Reports

Review of Selected Programs in the Department of Medical Assistance Services, January 2002
Review of Secondary and Elementary School Funding, February 2002
Review of State Spending: June 2002 Update
Special Report: Tax Compliance, October 2002
Special Report: The Secretarial System, October 2002
Special Report: State Business Incentive Grant Programs, November 2002
Interim Report: Best Practices for the Support Service of School Divisions, December 2002
Special Report: Higher Education, November 2002
Special Report: Medical Supplies and Pharmaceuticals, December 2002
VRS Semi-Annual Investment Report No. 19, December 2002
The Future of the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel, January 2003
Review of Information Technology Systems Development, January 2003
Review of the Virginia Birth-Related Neurological Injury Compensation Program, January 2003
Review of Workforce Training in Virginia, January 2003
Review of the Charitable Gaming Commission, January 2003
Implementation of the Chesapeake Bay Preservation Act, January 2003
Special Report: State Spending on Regional Health Planning Agencies, June 2003
2003 Report to the General Assembly, September 2003
Technical Report: State Funding Formula for Educational Technology, September 2003
Review of State Spending: December 2003 Update
Implementation Review: Virginia Information Technologies Agency, December 2003 Status Report
Review of Virginia’s Activity in Maximizing Federal Grant Funding, December 2003
Semi-Annual VRS Investment Report No. 21, December 2003
Best Practices for the Support Services of School Divisions, January 2004
Acclimation of Virginia’s Foreign-Born Population, January 2004
Review of the State’s Passenger Vehicle Fleet, January 2004
Review of Factors and Practices Associated with School Performance in Virginia, January 2004
Benchmarks: Virginia Compared to the Other States, July 2004
Tenure and Post-Tenure Review Policies at Virginia’s Public Colleges and Universities, August 2004
Special Report: Impact of Proposed Child Day Care Center Regulations in Virginia, September 2004
Replacing Income Tax Revenues with Sales and Use Tax Revenues, November 2004
Interim Status Report: Impact of Virginia’s Aging Population on State Agency Services, November 2004
Review of Emergency Medical Services in Virginia, November 2004
The Use and Financing of Trauma Centers in Virginia, December 2004
Review of State Spending: December 2004 Update
VRS Biennial Status and Semi-Annual Investment Report, No. 23, December 2004
Special Report: State Spending on Standards of Quality Costs, December 2004
Review of Nutrient Management Planning in Virginia, January 2005
Review of Child Protective Services in Virginia, January 2005
Semi-Annual VRS Investment Report # 24, July 2005
Special Report: Certain Personnel Issues at VRS, July 2005
2005 Biennial Report to the General Assembly, September 2005
Review of Homeland Security Funding and Preparedness, September 2005
Operation and Performance of Virginia’s Social Services System, October 2005
JLARC Home Page: http://jlarc.state.va.us
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