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Interim ChildLine Report – Significant Matters
The Department of the Auditor General is currently conducting a performance audit of the
Department of Human Services’ (DHS) administration of the Statewide Child Abuse Hotline
(ChildLine). The objectives of our audit are to determine the effectiveness of DHS’ intake
process for ChildLine and determine whether child abuse and neglect calls to ChildLine are
processed in accordance with applicable laws, regulations, and policies. The audit is being
conducted under the authority of Section 402 of the Fiscal Code and in accordance with
applicable Government Auditing Standards issued by the Comptroller General of the United
States. As stated in the engagement letter dated November 9, 2015, our audit period is January
1, 2014 through the completion of our auditing procedures. In this document, we describe the
procedures that we used during the audit only to the extent that they relate to the items included
in this interim report.
Government Auditing Standards encourage the early communication of significant matters to
facilitate prompt corrective action. During the course of our current audit, we identified an
alarming rate of calls to ChildLine not answered by DHS caseworkers in 2015, along with
inadequate staffing for the hotline and a severe lack of monitoring of hotline calls, thereby
putting abused children further at risk. DHS appears aware of many of these circumstances but
is not addressing the issues quickly enough while children are at risk. We consider these
situations to be significant within the context of our audit objectives and chose to share this
information with you so that you could take immediate corrective action.
We requested and obtained DHS’ hotline call statistical data for calendar years 2014 and 2015,
including detailed Verizon call reports for four months in each respective year. We also obtained
DHS’ staffing data for ChildLine and reports of calls monitored by supervisors in 2014 and
2015. Based on our analysis of this data, along with interviews of DHS’ management, we
identified the following significant matters as described below. Any unanswered calls are
considered to be life or death situations given that even one neglected or abused child in the
commonwealth is one too many.

Significant
Matter

1

Nearly 42,000 calls to ChildLine not answered in
2015, putting children at risk.

The following table shows the number of calls made to the ChildLine
hotline in calendar years 2014 and 2015. A call coming into the hotline
may ultimately be answered, abandoned, or deflected. If an incoming
call cannot be immediately answered by a ChildLine caseworker, it
enters a queue. If the caller terminates the call before a caseworker
picks up, then the call is considered abandoned. When the number of
callers placed in the queue reaches the maximum limit, subsequent
incoming calls will be deflected. A deflected call is automatically
terminated. Prior to October 2015, DHS was unable to provide specifics
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on the maximum number of callers that could be placed on hold in the
queue, as it varied over time and could be changed daily; however, as
of October 1, 2015, DHS set the maximum limit of the queue to 30
callers.

ChildLine Hotline Call Summary
For Years Ending December 31, 2014 and 2015
(Unaudited)
Percentage
Percentage
2014
2015
of Total
of Total
Call
Call
Calls
Calls
Count
Count
Received
Received
Calls Answered
158,131
96% 146,367
78%
Calls Abandoned
4,222
2.5%
23,789
13%
Calls Deflected
2,558
1.5%
18,201
9%
164,911
100% 188,357
100%
Total Calls Received

DHS’ management stated its goal is for 4 percent or less of the hotline
calls to go unanswered. While it appears this goal was met overall for
2014, this was not the case for 2015, with an alarming 41,990, or 22
percent, of the calls never being answered. ChildLine hotline calls
received in 2015 increased by 23,446 from 2014, while the actual calls
answered decreased by 11,764. Each one of these unanswered calls
could potentially be a child abuse allegation going unreported, putting
children at risk.
We also reviewed unaudited call statistics provided by DHS regarding
wait times for calls that are not immediately answered and enter the
holding queue. These calls may eventually be answered by a case
worker or the caller may abandon the call before it is answered. We
noted that the longest wait time until a call was answered was
approximately 51 minutes in 2015 in comparison to 48 minutes in
2014. The longest wait time until an unanswered call was eventually
abandoned was approximately 53 minutes in 2015 in comparison to 29
minutes in 2014. In other words, a caller in 2015 with a potential
allegation of child abuse held on the line waiting for over 50 minutes
until eventually giving up and abandoning the call. DHS was not able
to provide information as to whether the callers abandoning calls
attempted to call back at a different time.
We selected four months to evaluate the average wait times in 2014
and 2015, as shown in the following table:
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Queue Wait Times In Minutes

Month

Average
Wait Time

2014
Longest
Wait Time
for Month

Monthly
Average
Longest
Wait Time a/
12.3
11.7
9.8
11.7

Average
Wait Time

2015
Longest
Wait Time
for Month

Monthly
Average
Longest
Wait Time a/
17.4
20.3
27.0
25.5

April
0.8
33.3
2.6
31.2
June
0.6
27.8
1.6
36.4
October
0.6
34.3
6.7
42.1
November
0.8
48.0
5.7
39.7
Notes:
a/
The monthly average longest wait time was calculated using the longest wait time for each day of the
month recorded on DHS’s “Incoming Calls Waiting Report.”

As shown in the above table, for the four months reviewed, we noted
that average wait times were below 1 minute in 2014, but increased to
between 1.6 and 6.7 minutes in 2015. We also noted that the average
longest wait time each day increased from 2014 to 2015 by a range of
5 to 17 minutes for the respective four months.
DHS attributed the high volume of unanswered calls and long wait
times to be mostly due to changes brought about by amendments to the
Child Protective Services Law,1 largely effective December 31, 2014,
along with implementing the new Child Welfare Information Solutions
(CWIS) system on December 27, 2014. DHS management stated the
following:
In 2014, the only method to report a child abuse referral was
by calling the hotline and verbally providing the information.
With the passage of 24 bills amending the Child Protective
Services Law (CPSL), ChildLine also became responsible for
registering General protective Services (GPS) information, as
well as Child Protective Services (CPS) information. The laws
also lowered the threshold for what constitutes child abuse,
expanded who could be a perpetrator, and who is considered
mandated reporters. All staff needed to be retrained on the
CPSL and a brand new system prior to it going live on
December 27, 2014…

1

We do acknowledge that the CPSL was extensively amended in 2013, 2014, and 2015 with 24 pieces of legislation
“…[being] enacted, changing how Pennsylvania responds to child abuse. These changes will significantly impact
the reporting, investigation, assessment, prosecution and judicial handling of child abuse and neglect cases. The new
laws will expand and further define mandatory reporters and the reporting process, increase penalties for those
mandated to report suspected child abuse who fail to do so, and provide protections from employment
discrimination for filing a good faith report of child abuse.” See http://keepkidssafe.pa.gov/laws/index.htm last
accessed on May 23, 2016. Please note that although this particular DHS’ keepkidssafe.pa.gov link only refers to
23, instead of 24, pieces of legislation, we were able to confirm that the link should actually refer to 24 pieces of
legislation, just as in the following DHS’ link: http://keepkidssafe.pa.gov/index.htm
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CWIS was designed to allow referrals to be electronically
submitted by mandated reporters and counties, in addition to
receiving referrals over the phone. Because the electronically
submitted referrals already had the data entered, they were to
take substantially less time than a traditional report taken over
the phone. It was calculated that the expected increase in
volume would be offset by the new system efficiencies. When
the system went live, the volume of calls was substantially more
than expected, with fewer self-service referrals being received
than estimated. Additionally, there were system errors and
defects that initially impacted the hotline workers’ ability to
enter and transmit referrals as planned, causing delays in
transmission and in being able to take an additional call.
Process changes were also implemented. This included
increasing the time between calls from 45 seconds in 2014 to
five minutes in 2015 in order to review, finalize and transmit
referral information between calls.
While the amendments to the CPSL2 and the implementation of the
new CWIS system undoubtedly created challenges and contributed to
the high percent of unanswered calls early in 2015, we found that the
large number of unanswered calls continued throughout the entire
2015 calendar year with over 20 percent of calls going unanswered in
the later months of 2015, as noted in the following chart.

2

The last major amendments were enacted with Act 15 of 2015, effective July 1, 2015. Act 15 was enacted for the
purpose of, among others, of help clarify and make more explicit the law’s recently added provisions. See
http://keepkidssafe.pa.gov/laws/index.htm accessed April 13, 2016.
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ChildLine
2015 Calls Answered and Unaswered (unaudited)
Calls Unanswered
25,000

Calls Answered

44%
31%

20,000

27%

29%

24%

23%

15,000

10,000

5,000

0
Jan
Received
21,517
Unanswered
9,418
% Unanswered
44%

Feb
17,588
5,398
31%

Mar
18,064
4,357
24%

Apr

May

Jun

16,096
2,608
16%

14,758
1,444
10%

12,432
1,012
8%

July

Aug

13,877
2,212
16%

12,907
1,773
14%

Sep

Oct

16,546
4,817
29%

16,697
4,445
27%

Nov
14,415
3,240
23%

Dec
13,460
1,266
9%

The numbers and percent of hotline calls going unanswered is not
acceptable with potentially abused and neglected children being at
risk. While we have no idea as to whether these callers eventually
called back, conceivably thousands of at risk children could be
impacted either by the suspected abuse never getting reported or the
abuse not getting reported as timely as it could have if the original
calls were answered.
DHS did not achieve its goal of no more than 4 percent of calls going
unanswered in any month during 2015. In fact, over 20 percent of
calls went unanswered in 6 of the 12 months in 2015. The chart above
shows that the number of calls answered each month to be fairly
steady, while any increase in the volume of calls went unanswered.
DHS has been slowly increasing the number of ChildLine caseworker
staff available to answer more calls; however, DHS is not addressing
the issues quickly enough to ensure risk to children is minimized.
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Significant
Matter

2

ChildLine continues to not be adequately staffed.
Minimum staffing levels are based on available staff
and minimizing overtime levels, not on children at
risk.
The following table summarizes ChildLine caseworker staffing levels
at the end of each quarter during our audit period beginning January
2014 through March 2016.

Quarter
Ended

Caseworkers
Salary Filled

Caseworkers
Wage Filled

Total
Caseworkers
Filled
37
37
38
38
42
41
42
48
52

Total
Caseworkers
Vacant
4
5
4
4
11
11
6
9
16

Mar. 31, 2014
37
0
Jun. 30, 2014
37
0
Sept. 30, 2014
37
1
Dec. 31,2014
37
1
Mar. 31, 2015
38
4
Jun. 30, 2015
35
6
Sept. 30, 2015
32
10
Dec. 31,2015
34
14
Mar. 11, 2016 a/
36
16
Notes:
a/ March 11, 2016 was the most current staff complement data provided by DHS.
b/ Annuitants may only work a maximum of 95 days in a calendar year.

Percent
of Vacant
Positions
9.8%
11.9%
9.5%
9.5%
20.8%
21.2%
12.5%
15.8%
23.5%

Annuitants
b/

0
0
0
0
3
3
3
3
5

While we noted that ChildLine’s complement and filled positions has
increased throughout our audit period, the number of unanswered calls
also increased while the number of calls answered decreased. The
expectation would be the reverse, and therefore, we analyzed these
staffing levels further. DHS management sets minimum staffing levels
necessary to provide 24/7 coverage on the hotline. Minimum staffing
levels are set for various weekday and weekend time periods. We
inquired of DHS management as to how minimum staffing levels are
set, especially in regard to the large number of unanswered calls.
According to DHS:
There were not enough hotline caseworkers to increase the
minimums from 2014 until October 2015. Additional hotline
coverage was obtained [during this time period] through
preplanned overtime to provide additional hotline
coverage and a buffer for call offs…
Because overtime was being used on each shift, minimums
couldn’t be increased, which would have further increased
overtime hours. As additional staff were brought on, the
mandatory overtime was decreased instead of increasing the
minimums because the overtime resulted in a higher turnover
6

Interim ChildLine Report – Significant Matters
rate, which exacerbated the situation. During 2015,
prescheduled overtime was reduced, which allowed a lower
turnover rate. Once the overtime was reduced, the goal was to
raise minimums as additional staff was hired and trained.
Beginning in October 2015, there were enough new
caseworkers to increase the minimums without requiring more
overtime…
The minimums for the hotline are calculated based on the
average call volume per hour and the number of ChildLine
caseworker positions filled. As the number of filled positions
increase, the minimums are reassessed and increased to align
with volume.
In other words, minimum staffing levels are not set based on the
expected volume of child abuse and neglect calls, but rather on staff
availability and the desire to keep overtime hours minimized.
Management’s analysis of the hotline call volumes was a secondary
consideration. ChildLine management did periodically evaluate
staffing levels and call volumes, and adjusted staffing levels during
peak calling times. However, due to the staffing minimums being
based on available staff and not the appropriate number of staff needed
to process the expected call volumes, the levels were inadequate to
answer the number of calls being received on the hotline. Every
unanswered call potentially inhibits a suspected abused or neglected
child from getting the proper care and follow up necessary to prevent
further abuse and/or neglect.
Additionally, ChildLine was staffed under the already insufficient
minimum level of 77 percent of the days and time periods tested.
While we found that minimum staffing levels set are not adequate to
handle the call volumes, we also found that for a selection of days and
time periods tested, ChildLine was staffed under the already
insufficient minimum levels, further exacerbating the problem of calls
going unanswered. We randomly selected a total of 32 days from the
four months in 2014 and 2015 previously reviewed for wait times
(April, June, October, and November), including 16 days in both 2014
and 2015. From these 32 days, we judgmentally selected 256 time
slots split equally between 2014 and 2015 to test if minimum staffing
levels were met. Specifically, we judgmentally selected time slots to
ensure coverage of various time periods throughout the 24-hour days.
We found that staffing levels were below the minimum levels for 197
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of the 256 time slots tested, or 77 percent,3 including 99 timeslots from
2014 and 98 time slots in 2015. We further found that, of the timeslots
tested, ChildLine was staffed at least 10 caseworkers or more below
the minimum staffing levels 21 percent and 17 percent of the time in
2014 and 2015, respectively. We also found that for each quarter from
March 2014 to March 2016 the number of vacant caseworker positions
ranged from 4 to 16 positions, or 9 to 23 percent of the total approved
complement going unfilled, while thousands of calls of potential
allegations of child abuse and neglect went unanswered.
It is absolutely imperative that management analyze the minimum
number of staff actually needed based on call volumes to enable
caseworkers to answer calls and keep unanswered calls to an absolute
minimum. Based on this analysis, management should ensure that
ChildLine is always staffed at these determined necessary minimum
levels to ensure that children are not being put at risk. As noted
earlier, any unanswered calls are to be considered life or death
situations given that even one neglected or abused child in
Pennsylvania is one too many.

Significant
Matter

3

Over 100,000 calls were received by ChildLine in
2014 and 2015 which did not generate referral
reports of suspected child abuse/neglect. DHS
assumes these calls were not for concerns involving
children; however, these calls were not tracked or
documented.
When hotline calls are answered by a ChildLine caseworker, the call
of suspected child abuse can generate a referral report for the
following:






a child protective service (CPS)
general protective service (GPS)
law enforcement only (LEO) issue
a supplemental report for a CPS, GPS, or LEO
a complaint

These reports are referred to county children and youth agencies
and/or law enforcement. Complaints may be referred to other
appropriate DHS offices. However, based on statistics provided by
3

The results of testing described in this paragraph should not be projected to the entire population of time slots due
to the selection of time slots being made judgmentally rather than randomly or haphazardly.
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DHS, we noted that there are a large percentage of calls received on
the hotline which do not generate a referral report and are not tracked
by DHS. In fact, there were 111,245 calls in 2014 and 2015 combined
which did not generate a referral report, as shown in the table below:
Description of Calls Answered (Unaudited)
2014
Count

Referral Type
Child Prot. Services a/
General Prot. Services b/
Law Enforcement Only
Supplementals
Complaints/Other
Other – Not Referred
Total Calls Answered

29,520
47,854
c\
7,397
241
1,123
71,996
158,131

c\

Percentage
of Calls
Answered
19%
30%
5%
<1%
1%
45%
100%

2015
Count
27,641
59,279
8,743
7,969
3,486
39,249
146,367

Percentage
of Calls
Answered
19%
41%
6%
5%
2%
27%
100%

Notes:
a/ "Child protective services." Those services and activities provided by DHS and each county agency
for child abuse cases.
b/ "General protective services." Those services and activities provided by each county agency for
cases requiring protective services, as defined by DHS in regulations.
c/ These counts were obtained from DHS’s 2014 Annual Child Abuse Report.

DHS does not track all calls and was not able to provide the specific
purposes of the “Other – Not Referred” calls in the table above.
Management stated in general that these calls did not involve
suspected child abuse or neglect and provided the following
explanation:
There are phone calls received on the ChildLine hotline which
do not result in a report being generated, tracked or identified
in any manner. These calls do not provide information or
concerns regarding a child(ren). Examples of these types of
calls include callers asking for phone numbers only, mandated
reporters asking for the address of a county CYS agency so
they can mail their paper CY47 form, emergency phone
clearances for county CYS staff, questions for other ChildLine
units (clearances, appeals, requests for copies of referrals,
etc.), wrong phone numbers, questions regarding what
resources are available for mandated reporter training, and
general questions regarding online reporting…
However, without tracking all calls or documenting them in some
manner, we could not verify, and there is no way to know for sure, that
none of the calls involved suspected abuse or neglect which could
have potentially been screened by the caseworker intentionally or
9
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unintentionally before a report is generated. Additionally, as we note
in the next section of this interim report, there was very little
supervisor monitoring of calls taken by ChildLine caseworkers in 2014
and 2015, which further compounds the issue as to whether these
untracked calls were processed properly by the caseworker and truly
did not involve any allegations of children being neglected or abused.
Further, the large volume of calls answered by the ChildLine
caseworkers, which are assumed by DHS to not involve allegations of
child abuse or neglect, take time away from the caseworkers’ ability to
answer other calls which do involve allegations of abuse or neglect.
Considering 41,990 and 6,780 calls went unanswered in 2015 and
2014, respectively, it is imperative that these calls are tracked to
determine the purpose of the calls received so that DHS management
can take action to reduce the number of calls not involving allegations
of child abuse or neglect to the hotline to allow more time for
caseworkers to process calls involving suspected child abuse.

Significant
Matter

4

Only 56 calls were monitored by ChildLine
Supervisors when more than 300,000 calls were
answered during 2014 and 2015. Of these 56 calls,
only 7 were in 2015.
ChildLine management failed to adequately monitor the performance
of caseworkers (including salary, wage, and annuitants) answering
hotline calls. During 2015, ChildLine supervisors only monitored 7
calls from a total population of 146,367 (0.005%) calls answered.
These 7 calls monitored were taken by 3 different caseworkers when
there was an average of 46 caseworkers on staff during 2015. During
2014, supervisors only monitored 49 calls taken by 29 different
caseworkers from a total population of 158,131 (0.03%) calls and an
average of 38 caseworkers on staff.
Without adequate monitoring of calls, there is a much higher risk that
calls may not be processed efficiently and accurately, and
subsequently referred to county children and youth offices and law
enforcement properly. Additionally, ChildLine management cannot be
assured that the 111,245 calls not generating a referral report and not
tracked in 2014 and 2015 truly did not involve any allegation of child
abuse or neglect. When children are potentially at risk, management
should do all it can to minimize this risk with proper monitoring of
calls.
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While ChildLine does have a standard evaluation form for supervisors
to listen on a call taken by a caseworker and document their
observations of the call process, ChildLine does not currently have a
policy or standard procedure in place to guide the monitoring process.
ChildLine has no policy or procedure for the number of phone calls
and caseworkers that are to be monitored, how often monitoring will
be conducted, and follow-up corrective action for caseworkers whose
performance is unsatisfactory. Without consistent procedures in place
to monitor caseworker call intake performance, ChildLine is left
without a process to monitor the quality and accuracy of the call intake
conducted by hotline caseworkers, ultimately putting children at risk.
Management stated that prior to our audit period beginning January
2014, individual caseworkers were monitored according to a monthly
schedule. Based on the level of supervision needed, caseworkers were
monitored daily, weekly, biweekly, or monthly. However, beginning
in 2014, monitoring of caseworkers was only being done on an asneeded basis, when there was a concern with a particular caseworker,
due to an increased need for hotline supervisors to assist with taking
calls. There was even less monitoring in 2015 due to the need to also
have supervisors process self-service referrals submitted through the
new CWIS online system when volume was high.

Recommendations:
We recommend that DHS:
1. Immediately evaluate and determine the minimum number of
staff needed based on call volume and self-service online
reporting to ensure all calls received on the hotline are
answered by caseworkers and callers are not placed on hold for
an unreasonable amount of time, such as no longer than 3.5
minutes.
2. Immediately hire and train additional staff necessary based on
the results of the evaluation in Recommendation #1, including
consideration of turnover.
3. Ensure the hotline is always staffed at or above the minimum
staffing levels needed as determined in Recommendation #1.
4. Track and document the purpose of all calls received on the
hotline, including those not generating referral reports.
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5. Consider ways to divert calls not involving allegations of child
abuse or neglect from the hotline caseworkers to provide more
time to answer calls that do involve allegation of child abuse or
neglect, such as:
a. Conduct outreach to mandated reporters and the general
public to inform that the hotline should be utilized to
report suspected child abuse and neglect and provide
information as to where calls for other purposes should
be made. This outreach can be through DHS’ website,
developing a resource guide to circulate, media outlets,
etc. More specific examples include email blasts with
helpful tips and guidelines for child abuse reporting,
additional information about training opportunities, and
quarterly newsletters posted on DHS’ website.
b. Add additional prompts when a call is made to the
hotline for purposes other than allegations of child
abuse or neglect. Based on the prompts selected, calls
other than child abuse or neglect allegations may be
diverted to other caseworkers or DHS offices separate
from the hotline or perhaps, to voice mail in which a
call may be returned at a later time by the appropriate
DHS office separate from the hotline.
6. Develop procedures for supervisory monitoring of calls
answered by caseworkers to include number of phone calls to
be monitored for each caseworker, how often monitoring will
be conducted, and follow-up on corrective actions for
caseworkers whose performance is unsatisfactory.
7. Implement call monitoring procedures developed in
Recommendation #6 to ensure calls are processed accurately,
efficiently, and effectively.
8. Consider recording hotline calls for training and monitoring
purposes to ensure calls are processed properly.
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Agency’s Response and Auditors’ Conclusion

We provided draft copies of our Interim ChildLine Report –
Significant Matters to DHS’ management for their review. On the
pages that follow, we have attached DHS’ response to the draft
interim report in its entirety. Our evaluation of DHS’ response,
which serves as our auditors’ conclusion, follows DHS’ response.
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Report Response from the Department of Human Services
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Report Response from the Department of Human Services

15

Interim ChildLine Report – Significant Matters

Report Response from the Department of Human Services
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Report Response from the Department of Human Services
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Report Response from the Department of Human Services
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Report Response from the Department of Human Services
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Auditors’ Conclusion to DHS’ Response
We commend the Department of Human Services (DHS) for proactively addressing the
significant matters contained in the Interim Report and are encouraged by DHS’ agreement with
all of our recommendations. We believe our recommendations will improve DHS’ operations of
the Statewide Child Abuse Hotline (ChildLine) and intake process to ensure all calls are
effectively answered. We also appreciate DHS’ efforts to follow our recommendation to conduct
more outreach to mandated reporters and to the public by planning to add enhanced information
and guidance to its child abuse dedicated website4 regarding where to report suspected child
abuse or neglect by the end of May 2016 and making strides in having a media campaign to
promote the use of its website for further educating the public about child abuse. Even one
neglected or abused child in Pennsylvania is one too many. As part of this continuing
performance audit, we will evaluate any actions taken by DHS to implement our
recommendations that occur during the execution phase of this audit.
Based on our review of DHS’ response to our Interim Report, we have the following clarification
regarding DHS’ response to Recommendation #1. The internal time study and staffing
assessment that was finalized in November 2015 formed the basis for additional staffing requests
in 2016. We were not aware of this study prior to drafting this interim report. However,
regardless of this study, as noted in this report, staffing levels throughout 2015 were not adequate
to meet the call volume. We will evaluate the effects of the staffing increases made in 2016
during the continuing execution phase of this audit.

4

http://keepkidssafe.pa.gov/
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