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Introduction 

To improve outcomes for children and families, agencies need a 

structured approach to assess and strengthen their practices. This 

requires incorporating diverse perspectives and using evidence to 

identify root causes, design solutions, and evaluate their 

effectiveness. However, many agencies face challenges in 

completing a full feedback loop, often unsure how to effectively 

integrate evidence and diverse voices into their strategies. Rather 

than focusing solely on an improvement cycle, agencies should 

prioritize strengthening their continuous quality improvement 

(CQI) system, as it provides the essential foundation for an 

effective, lasting improvement process. 

This report helps agencies identify and address gaps in their 

current CQI system by providing guidance on how to evaluate an 

agency's CQI commitment, data capacity, and processes. Rooted 

in the Children’s Bureau's five essential components of a strong 

CQI system, the report builds upon research on best practices 

(Wulczyn et al., 2014) and has been pilot tested with two state 

child welfare agencies and one community-based agency. Equity 

and inclusion are emphasized throughout to ensure that families, 

youth, partners, and staff are actively involved in creating lasting 

improvements. This includes a directional guide and rubric to 

guide the assessment of a CQI system as well as questions that 

directly apply an equity lens to CQI processes. 

The report is structured around a framework that outlines the 

core components of a CQI system within organizations (see 

Figure 1). It also highlights the importance of building a proactive 

culture that values learning and evidence-based decision making. 

Central to this framework is a strong organizational commitment, 

with leadership and governance aligned to strategic priorities and 

inclusive of diverse perspectives to drive equitable improvements.

Framework for Assessing 
and Improving CQI Systems  

This report provides agencies with tools to 

assess the strengths and weaknesses of 

their CQI system. It emphasizes building 

data skills, providing resources, and 

fostering a culture of constructive, long-

term change. Centered on equity and 

inclusion, readers will receive a framework, 

directional guide, rubric and guiding 

questions focused on increasing 

perspectives and evidence to help 

understand and improve their CQI system.      
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Conducting effective 

Continuous Quality 

Improvement practices 

is vital for agencies to 

enhance support for 

children and families. 

But it is challenging to 

execute well. 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjlt9Wx4tv-AhW7LFkFHeXiDEEQFnoECBgQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.acf.hhs.gov%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fdocuments%2Fcb%2Fim1207.pdf&usg=AOvVaw12LI-l9iPTXcN4hLZIBp_I
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjlt9Wx4tv-AhW7LFkFHeXiDEEQFnoECBgQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.acf.hhs.gov%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fdocuments%2Fcb%2Fim1207.pdf&usg=AOvVaw12LI-l9iPTXcN4hLZIBp_I
https://www.chapinhall.org/research/toward-a-common-understanding-of-cqi-in-child-welfare/
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The framework continues by emphasizing the need for a reliable data infrastructure to collect, analyze, and report both quantitative and qualitative 

evidence effectively. It also underscores the importance of clear resources, policies, and procedures to support CQI processes. These include providing 

sufficient training, dedicating time, and fostering inclusive practices. Together, these components form a cohesive system for identifying performance 

gaps, implementing solutions, and supporting continuous organizational growth through an improvement cycle. 

Figure 1. Core Components of a CQI System 

 

Adapted from Children’s Bureau (2018) and Wulczyn, et al. (2014). 

Clear data collection processes that can inform 

decisions; a system that stores both quantitative 

and qualitative data; types of analysis that give 

data meaning; and reports that present evidence 

in a reliable, accurate, and user-friendly way 

Leadership support, 

administrative oversight, 

and clear measurable 

outcomes that align with 

organization’s initiatives 

Strategies and 

methodologies to identify 

and improve processes; 

guidelines for quality 

improvement efforts; and 

resources needed to put 

policies and procedures 

into practice. 

Diverse voices that identify 

gaps, explore conditions, 

plan and implement 

solutions, and refine them 

through testing 
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A CQI improvement cycle cannot be completed without an organizational culture that is proactive and 

consistent in enabling and supporting continuous learning. This includes prioritizing a shared understanding of 

the value that is placed on CQI, with leadership using consistent language that emphasizes the norms and 

expectations of using evidence to inform change. Openness to innovation must also be embedded within the 

culture, with the understanding that not all efforts to improve quality will happen immediately and seamlessly. 

Other defining characteristics of a culture committed to and capable of CQI practices include confirming data 

accuracy before informing changes, providing ongoing support to staff as they persevere through inevitable 

barriers to change, and developing a comfortable atmosphere for sharing information across departments and 

with partners (Capacity Building Center for States, 2019).  

To demonstrate organizational commitment and capacity for CQI, a governance structure should be established 

to go beyond merely complying. This structure should foster a culture of change by incorporating evidence-

based practices into well-informed improvement plans. Strategic priorities must also be clear to help guide the 

work of the organization toward common goals. This includes priorities that recognize and uplift diverse voices.  

Governance Structure 

A strong CQI governance structure, supported by 

consistent leadership, is a key indicator of a successful 

CQI program. According to the Children’s Bureau (U. S. 

Department of Health and Human Services, 2012), this 

structure should provide administrative oversight to 

ensure the CQI process takes a systemic and consistent 

approach to reviewing, refining, and implementing 

improvement strategies across the agency. Key 

responsibilities include establishing clear standards and 

expectations for both internal staff and external partners 

to support these strategies. The governance structure 

should also foster open communication throughout the 

organization, emphasizing the importance of consistent 

CQI practices and creating an effective feedback loop. 

This approach encourages meaningful discussions about 

current and evolving CQI strategies and roles, promoting continuous improvement. 

It is therefore important, when discussing the strengths and challenges of their existing CQI system, for an 

agency to understand the support it will receive from leadership and administration to implement CQI activities. 

This includes examining how staff manage the CQI system outlined in Figure 1, whether leadership fosters an 

environment that supports program improvement for all voices, and the clarity of CQI-specific roles in data 

collection, analysis, reporting, and dissemination practices. It is also important that representatives of diverse 

voices are included on leadership teams to advocate for those that may not regularly be heard (for example, 

representative from the Office of Tribal Affairs on a CQI leadership team).  

 

Organizational 

Commitment and Capacity 

(1) Governance structure that 
includes leadership support and 
administrative oversight 

(2) Clear measurable outcomes that 
align with organization’s 
initiatives 

 

Organizational Commitment and Capacity  

https://capacity.childwelfare.gov/sites/default/files/media_pdf/BFFS_Strategies%20for%20Building%20a%20Culture%20of%20Service%20Collaboration_0.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjlt9Wx4tv-AhW7LFkFHeXiDEEQFnoECBgQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.acf.hhs.gov%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fdocuments%2Fcb%2Fim1207.pdf&usg=AOvVaw12LI-l9iPTXcN4hLZIBp_I
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjlt9Wx4tv-AhW7LFkFHeXiDEEQFnoECBgQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.acf.hhs.gov%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fdocuments%2Fcb%2Fim1207.pdf&usg=AOvVaw12LI-l9iPTXcN4hLZIBp_I
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Aligning Strategic Outcomes and Initiatives 

For leadership and staff responsible for executing 

agency functions and driving performance improvement, 

it is crucial to define priority outcomes that clarify 

agency goals and aims. This is especially important given 

the plethora of policies, requirements, and areas of focus 

staff members must manage. By setting shared priorities, 

CQI leaders can inspire individuals with various roles and 

responsibilities to work toward a common goal. 

Additionally, defining priority outcomes provides a clear 

framework for external voices, such as lived-experience 

experts or partners, to engage in improvement cycles.  

To begin, leadership and staff should review existing 

documents to find defined outcomes that are applicable 

and transferable across staff levels. These documents 

should include the agency’s program improvement plan 

(PIP), internal strategic planning documents, and reports 

shared with external partners to demonstrate success/challenges of current work (for example, a Child and 

Family Services Plan or Annual Progress and Services Report). Defined outcomes in these reports should be 

analyzed to see if they are measurable, accurate, regularly shared, and developed with input from race equity 

specialists, individuals with lived experience, external partners, and staff at all levels. Given the rigor and 

widespread application of the Child and Family Services Reviews (CFSR; 2025), it is important to also see how 

the agency’s priority outcomes connect to the CFSR items and data indicators.

A successful CQI system 

depends on a culture that 

values learning, 

collaboration, and 

evidence-based decision-

making. Strong leadership, 

shared priorities, and 

inclusive governance turn 

improvement efforts into 

lasting change. 

 

https://www.cfsrportal.acf.hhs.gov/cfsr-reports
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&opi=89978449&url=https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/cb/cfsr_quick_reference_list.pdf&ved=2ahUKEwi6oa-B4OGKAxVVEVkFHev-MB8QFnoECAoQAQ&usg=AOvVaw2F75mAE9xg3GZgZjncgWMi
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/cb/cfsr-r4-statewide-data-indicators-data-dictionary.pdf
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Accurate quantitative and qualitative evidence is 

critical because it provides the foundation for 

making decisions in all stages of an improvement 

cycle. Evidence is only as strong as the processes 

in place to create it. This is why collecting data 

should be seen as just as valuable—if not more 

valuable—as finding and establishing the right 

infrastructure to disseminate it. Thus, a 

functioning CQI system will ensure that there is a 

clear procedure on how to: (1) collect, store, and 

extract accurate quantitative and qualitative data; 

(2) document data processes and verify that the 

processes are being followed consistently; (3) 

assess data quality early and often, and report and 

resolve data quality issues when identified; and (4) 

ensure that data is being collected that connect to 

the agency’s priority outcomes (U.S. Department 

of Health and Human Services, 2012). 

Given the importance of collecting data, a CQI system should help agencies understand their data infrastructure 

and processes. This should include assessing staff's ability to consistently collect reliable data to inform 

decisions. The agency’s information management system should also be assessed for its capacity to store both 

quantitative and qualitative data from internal staff and external partners. Next, the ability to accurately export 

and analyze data should be evaluated, followed by a review of how information is shared within and beyond the 

agency. 

Data Collection 

A CQI system should be data driven, using collected information about the children and families served to 

guide decisions and actions effectively. The integrity and accuracy of data are vital, as flawed collection methods 

can introduce biases, errors, and unreliable conclusions. Maintaining transparency and rigor in data collection 

upholds ethical standards, protects privacy, and builds trust among partners, ultimately enhancing the accuracy 

of decisions (Wulczyn et al., 2014). 

To maintain high data quality, it is crucial to review data collection processes. This ensures that the data 

collected are dependable, unbiased, and suitable for effectively informing policies and practices. Assessing this 

process should include evaluating research designs, sampling methods, and data collection tools, while 

simultaneously identifying potential biases or ethical issues in current practices. It is also important to ensure 

that data collection methods align with the agency's objectives and are thoroughly documented. Furthermore, 

the process should be transparent, reproducible, and compliant with established guidelines and standards. 

Data Infrastructure and Processes 

(1) Clear data collection processes that can 
inform decisions 

(2) A system that stores both quantitative and 
qualitative data 

(3) Analysis rooted in best practices that give 
data meaning 

(4) Reports that present evidence in a 
reliable, accurate, and user-friendly way 

 

Data Infrastructure and Processes 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjQzo_NvpP_AhVLF1kFHcQRDiQQFnoECBwQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.acf.hhs.gov%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fdocuments%2Fcb%2Fim1207.pdf&usg=AOvVaw12LI-l9iPTXcN4hLZIBp_I
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjQzo_NvpP_AhVLF1kFHcQRDiQQFnoECBwQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.acf.hhs.gov%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fdocuments%2Fcb%2Fim1207.pdf&usg=AOvVaw12LI-l9iPTXcN4hLZIBp_I
https://www.chapinhall.org/research/toward-a-common-understanding-of-cqi-in-child-welfare/
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The case review process should be given specific attention due to its ability to improve the comprehensive view 

of the agency’s practices and services provided to children and families. An assessment should be done on 

existing instructions, policies, and manuals to see if they are clear about the review process and increase the 

ability of staff to be qualified and unbiased when assessing information. A process should also be in place to 

ensure that enough cases have been reviewed to represent the population being investigated and that relevant 

voices are incorporated when interpreting the findings (for example, interviews with child/youth; see Capacity 

Building Center for States, n.d.).  

Information Management System 

An additional step to supporting an evidence-based process is to have a system in which quantitative and 

qualitative data are stored that will help understand current performance and evaluate the effects of an 

intervention. It is also important for this system to provide easy access to accurate and up-to-date information 

to support those working directly with children and families. This includes the ability of the system to aggregate 

data from the multiple systems that the agency collaborates with to support the families’ needs (such as 

information from mental and physical health providers; see Children's Bureau, 2018).    

Therefore, the review of an information management system should focus on the ability to collect and store 

quantitative and qualitative data both internally and with external partners. Since doubts about the collection 

process can reduce confidence in evidence, specific attention should also be given to whether partners trust 

how the information is stored after it has been collected. Finally, the ability of the system to support work with 

external partners, including agencies that have worked with the families prior to receiving services (for example, 

a community partner who provided an evidence-based program before the child entered foster care), should be 

kept in mind when understanding how data is being stored. 

Data Analysis 

When an organization derives meaning from data by analyzing it, the data becomes “evidence” or information 

that provides guidance toward problem solving processes. Thus, the process of selecting the correct type of 

analysis is critical to producing the evidence appropriate for supporting an observation, claim, hypothesis, or 

decision made (Wulczyn et al., 2014).  

Because multiple partners help support the needs of children and families, it is important to have consistent 

mechanisms in place so that data from various sources are appropriately aggregated and analyzed. Analysts 

must also be given the tools and held accountable to the discipline of accurately converting data to evidence. 

This includes understanding the agency’s data resources (for example, statistical software) and how to correctly 

match analytical methods to the questions being asked (for example, selecting a suitable population or utilizing 

the correct case review tool or statistical technique). Finally, all analysis should be done in a way that will allow 

for later reports to demonstrate how services are or are not meeting the needs of diverse populations. 

Specific to transforming data to evidence with case reviews, it is important that the findings from case reviews 

reflect the population of interest. Case review tools must also align with the specific question the agency seeks 

to address (for example, administrative case reviews to determine whether noncompliance with policy 

contributes to poor outcomes). Finally, a process should be in place to assess inter-rater reliability, promoting 

the quality of the findings before using them to guide changes. Overall, agencies should be cautious about 

conducting ad hoc case reviews that are not rooted in high data quality standards.  

 

https://capacity.childwelfare.gov/sites/default/files/media_pdf/cqi-rating-guide-cp-00034.pdf
https://capacity.childwelfare.gov/sites/default/files/media_pdf/cqi-rating-guide-cp-00034.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwis7Z-dv5P_AhXEElkFHXMNDLM4FBAWegQICBAB&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.jbassoc.com%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2018%2F05%2FGuide-to-Data-Driven-Decision-Making.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3ELvzGe9D7oye9Pel5atKV
https://www.chapinhall.org/research/toward-a-common-understanding-of-cqi-in-child-welfare/
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Data Reporting 

Reports are essential to clarifying existing challenges 

and showing whether the changes made had an 

impact. The ability to connect evidence to inform 

policy and practice decisions means that all staff and 

partners have access to information that checks 

performance. This includes access to reports that 

demonstrate whether or not changes at the individual 

staff or organization level impacted the children and 

families they support (Children's Bureau, 2018). 

The source of this information can vary (for example, 

agency-generated reports or federal monitoring 

updates) but should include dependable and prompt 

information about the evidence that would directly 

connect personal work to priority outcomes in a user-

friendly way. Meaningful reports should also include information that recognizes variations in results and is 

presented in a way that decreases the likelihood of invalid conclusions. This is particularly important for 

communicating with external partners during the CQI process (Blancato & Kleiman, n.d.).  

To assess reports, we recommend staff review how existing reports are or are not accessible to relevant 

audiences. This includes the ability of internal staff and partners to access, accurately interpret, and apply the 

evidence to program improvement strategies. Staff should therefore gather additional information about the 

strengths and challenges of existing reports by speaking directly to internal staff and external partners. Reports 

should also show differences in outcomes by groups (such as race/ethnicity or language spoken). This is crucial 

for informing decisions that would make practices more equitable. Finally, as detailed in the next section, the 

agency should set a regular schedule for reviewing reports and discussing key findings as a team. 

High-quality data collection, 

analysis, and reporting are the 

backbone of effective CQI. 

Agencies must build trust in 

their evidence by maintaining 

rigorous data standards, 

ensuring transparency, and 

making findings accessible 

and meaningful to all 

stakeholders. 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwis7Z-dv5P_AhXEElkFHXMNDLM4FBAWegQICBAB&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.jbassoc.com%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2018%2F05%2FGuide-to-Data-Driven-Decision-Making.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3ELvzGe9D7oye9Pel5atKV
https://www.casey.org/media/20.07-QFF-LFOF-Performance-dashboards-for-effectiveness.pdf
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To ensure a successful improvement cycle, agencies must have a system in place that can complete these key 

steps: (1) identify performance gaps, (2) understand underlying conditions, (3) identify and plan solutions, (4) 

implement those solutions, and (5) test and revise approaches. Each step of this improvement cycle should 

incorporate evidence and input from diverse voices to substantiate observations, claims, and decisions (U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services, 2012). In addition to the other areas needed in a CQI system—as 

described earlier in this report—an improvement cycle must also have a detailed plan that outlines policies, 

procedures, and resources essential to the agency’s CQI process. Assessing an existing improvement cycle can 

help clarify what support may be needed in these areas while also identifying whether diverse perspectives are 

actively involved at each step.  

Applying the template shown in Figure 2 to existing 

improvement cycles can help agencies identify 

strengths and challenges within their existing 

policies and procedures. Yet it allows agencies to 

maintain flexibility to adapt the process to their 

chosen quality improvement approach (for example, 

PDSA, Six Sigma, Lean). It can also bring attention to 

the common challenges of incomplete or multiple 

improvement cycles. Often, various groups within an 

organization work independently to generate 

questions, analyze evidence, and propose 

improvements. However, this isolated approach can 

lead to not being aligned with agency priorities, 

lacking diverse perspectives, and inconsistent methodologies. Additionally, multiple improvement cycles may 

run concurrently without clear connections between them. Conversations on procedures and policies that 

should be refined can be guided by using the template to identify where action items are not accomplished and 

do not have the diverse perspectives needed to inform the step in the improvement cycle. 

 

 

Resources, Policies, and 

Procedures 

(1) Strategies and methodologies for 
engaging in CQI processes 

(2) Guidelines that clearly define quality 
improvement efforts 

(3) Training and dedicated time to 
support CQI procedures  

 

 

 

Resources, Policies, and Procedures 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjlt9Wx4tv-AhW7LFkFHeXiDEEQFnoECBgQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.acf.hhs.gov%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fdocuments%2Fcb%2Fim1207.pdf&usg=AOvVaw12LI-l9iPTXcN4hLZIBp_I
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Figure 2. Template for Assessing CQI Improvement Cycle 
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CQI-Focused Resources 

Finally—but not least—agencies must allocate resources to support CQI procedures occurring with all partners. 

While needs will vary based on the agency’s structure, staffing, and readiness, existing resources should be 

reviewed to identify areas requiring additional support. A comprehensive review of CQI resources should focus 

on three key areas: policies, time, and training. Workforce policies should clearly define CQI responsibilities. 

Agencies must also assess whether staff are allocated sufficient time to engage in CQI activities; daily 

responsibilities can easily overwhelm capacity. Additionally, training programs should build skills that empower 

staff and partners to participate meaningfully in CQI efforts. Trainings are particularly critical for fostering 

participation from individuals or groups—such as community partners—who may otherwise hesitate to engage 

in the process. 

Empowering diverse groups to provide feedback, regardless of their readiness level, strengthens improvement 

efforts. Input from lived experts, contracted partners, race equity experts, tribal communities, and other external 

partners enhances program outcomes. At a minimum, the CQI improvement cycle should ensure diverse 

representation and provide resources—such as liaisons, funding, and training—to support their active 

involvement. 

Conclusion 

A successful CQI system must include organizational commitment, robust governance, adequate resources, and 

alignment with priority outcomes. Furthermore, a reliable data infrastructure and an effective information 

management system are needed to enable agencies to make informed decisions and foster transparency. By 

promoting continuous learning, providing clear roles for staff, and consistently engaging with diverse voices, 

agencies can build a culture of CQI that drives meaningful and sustainable improvements. Through these 

efforts, agencies can make impactful strides in achieving better outcomes for the children and families that they 

serve. 
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Statement of Independence and Integrity 

Chapin Hall adheres to the values of science, meeting the highest standards of ethics, integrity, rigor, and 

objectivity in its research, analyses, and reporting. Learn more about the principles that drive our work in our 

Statement of Independence. 

Chapin Hall partners with policymakers, practitioners, and philanthropists at the forefront of research and policy 

development by applying a unique blend of scientific research, real-world experience, and policy expertise to 

construct actionable information, practical tools, and, ultimately, positive change for children and families. 

Established in 1985, Chapin Hall’s areas of research include child welfare systems, community capacity to 

support children and families, and youth homelessness. For more information about Chapin Hall, visit 

www.chapinhall.org or @Chapin_Hall. 
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Directional Guide 

The goal of the “Framework for Assessing and Improving CQI systems” report is to provide agencies with a 

structured, equity-focused framework to assess and improve their CQI processes. By adopting a 

comprehensive and inclusive approach to quality improvement activities, agencies can ensure their 

systems are effective, equitable, and aligned with organizational priorities and community needs. This 

directional guide—which includes a rubric—is meant to support translating the report to practice by 

providing organizational leaders and quality improvement practitioners with guidance on how to assess 

their CQI system.  

To conduct a thorough assessment, reviewers are encouraged to keep the following in mind: 

1. Review existing documentation 

- Collect relevant materials, such as CQI plans, job descriptions, and descriptions of data systems, 

policies, and related reports.  

- Review these artifacts for clarity, consistency, and alignment with the agency's strategic priorities.  

2. Engage partners 

- Conduct interviews or focus groups with CQI staff and improvement cycle leaders. Prioritize forums 

that foster engagement and create an environment where all voices can participate in constructive 

conversations. 

- Take intentional steps to also speak to external partners and underrepresented voices (e.g., frontline 

staff), using inclusive methods that encourage meaningful participation.  

3. Ensure objectivity 

- Involve multiple reviewers with diverse perspectives, including at least one external participant, to 

promote balanced evaluations.  

- Reviewers should independently use the rubric to assess materials, then come together to discuss 

their findings, identify similarities, and address differences.  

This directional guide and supportive rubric are organized into the three core components of a CQI 

system: Organizational Commitment and Capacity, Data Infrastructure and Processes, and Resources, 

Policies, and Procedures. It also includes guidance on assessing the agency’s improvement cycle(s) and 

equity considerations. Together, these categories offer a structured framework for a comprehensive and 

equity-driven evaluation of CQI systems. 

 

Organizational Commitment and Capacity 

This key component assesses the governance structure and strategic priorities of the CQI system. Reviewers 

should evaluate how staff manage the CQI system, if leadership fosters an inclusive environment for program 

improvement, and whether roles in data analysis, reporting, and dissemination are clearly defined. Reviewing 

job descriptions, governance structures, and conducting interviews with leadership and CQI staff can provide 

insight into the system’s strengths and challenges. 



 

 

CHAPINHALL.ORG  13 

When reviewing strategic priorities, reviewers must analyze agency documents to ensure that outcomes are 

measurable, consistent across artifacts, and supported by accessible, accurate reports. They should also assess 

whether these outcomes were developed with input from equity specialists, individuals with lived experience, 

external partners, and staff at all levels. Additionally, child welfare agencies should confirm that their outcomes 

align with federal Child and Family Services Reviews standards. 

To evaluate equity within this core component, reviewers should consider whether leadership and governance 

structures amplify diverse perspectives, whether advocates actively participate in CQI teams, and how equity is 

integrated into strategic priorities. This assessment involves reflecting on the following questions: 

1. How does the organization ensure that leadership and governance structures uplift diverse voices and 

perspectives in decision-making processes? 

2. Are there equity advocates (for example, representatives from marginalized communities) actively 

involved in CQI leadership teams? 

3. How does the organization measure the success of incorporating diverse voices into CQI processes, and 

what strategic priorities are being tracked to ensure equity? 

 

Data Infrastructure and Processes 

This section examines the agency’s data management system and staff’s ability to collect, store, analyze, and 

report evidence. Assessing confidence and the ability to use evidence requires a thorough review of data 

collection processes, including sampling methods and tools used to generate reports for CQI practices (for 

example, case review guides). It is essential to determine whether these processes align with agency objectives, 

are transparent, well documented, and reproducible, while minimizing biases and ethical concerns. Special 

attention should be given to case reviews, ensuring they follow clear guidelines, support agency goals, and 

produce findings that are representative, unbiased, and inclusive of diverse perspectives. 

Reviewers should next verify whether the agency has a system that accurately stores both quantitative and 

qualitative data and supports collaboration with external partners. Staff and external partners’ trust in the 

system’s ability to gather and export accurate information should also be assessed through interviews or focus 

groups, as mistrust in data can hinder improvement efforts. 

Data analysis and reporting are also critical areas for review. Reviewers should evaluate whether the agency uses 

appropriate methods, such as disaggregating data by race or ethnicity, and whether adequate resources (such 

as software and training) are available to support these analyses. Guidance documents, such as case review 

manuals, should be reviewed to ensure they promote quality findings before informing changes. Specific 

attention should be paid to ad hoc analyses, encouraging prioritizing data quality methods (such as existing 

data sources) when providing recommendations for improvement. 

Finally, reports generated by the agency, including those for federal monitoring, should be assessed for 

accessibility, reliability, consistency, and user friendliness to promote diverse perspectives in guiding changes. 

Reviewers should also examine whether reports highlight disparities across different population groups and 

provide actionable insights to guide equitable decision making. Engaging partners and marginalized 

communities when reflecting on how these reports are interpreted is strongly recommended.  
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The following questions can be used to promote an equity lens when considering the agency’s data 

infrastructure and processes: 

1. Are the tools and methods used for data collection accessible and culturally appropriate for all groups? 

2. Does the information management system capture both quantitative and qualitative data that reflect the 

experiences of diverse populations, including racial and ethnic subgroups? 

3. Are there mechanisms in place to disaggregate data by race, ethnicity, language, and other crucial 

factors? How is this data used to find and address inequities? 

4. Are external partners and communities (especially marginalized ones) involved in data analysis and 

interpretation? How is their feedback integrated into the CQI process? 

 

Resources, Policies, and Procedures 

This section examines an agency’s existing policies, procedures, and resources to identify strengths and 

challenges in its CQI processes. We recommend starting by reviewing artifacts that outline current procedures 

that support conducting CQI practices (for example, job descriptions, CQI plan, supervisor tools, trainings 

available). Engaging staff in discussions about their understanding and use of these documents is highly 

encouraged. 

The results of this assessment should indicate whether the agency provides sufficient resources in three key 

areas: clear policies to guide actions, dedicated time for implementation, and necessary training for success in 

CQI practices. Policies should define CQI responsibilities; staff should have sufficient time allocated for CQI 

activities and trainings should support essential CQI skills, such as conducting a root cause analysis. Training 

opportunities should also be ongoing and inclusive, empowering not just CQI practitioners and agency partners 

but all staff, regardless of their expertise in CQI or child welfare. 

Agencies should also review their policies, procedures, and resources through an equity lens. This includes 

assessing whether policies promote equitable participation; staff at all levels and partners should be involved in 

discussions to evaluate CQI effectiveness and applicability. Agencies should also examine whether training 

programs address how to reduce subjectivity, such as implicit bias and structural racism, and whether all staff 

have sufficient time and resources to engage in CQI activities meaningfully. Finally, seeking input from external 

experts or community members with lived experience on policies, procedures, and resources can help ensure 

CQI efforts are inclusive and responsive to marginalized voices. 

Below are questions to consider when applying an equity lens to a review of CQI resources, policies, and 

procedures:  

1. What policies are in place to support diverse staff participation in CQI activities? 

2. What training opportunities are provided to ensure that all staff, particularly those from 

underrepresented groups, are equipped to be involved in CQI activities?  

3. How does the agency ensure that CQI activities do not disproportionately burden staff from 

marginalized groups? 

4. Are external experts or community members with lived experience involved in developing resources to 

promote inclusion of diverse perspectives? 
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Improvement Cycle 

To assess this area, reviewers should begin by examining previously collected artifacts to locate existing 

improvement cycles. After verifying the cycles’ existence with staff, reviewers should engage in discussions with 

the relevant leadership team and observe ongoing meetings to apply the reporting template found in Figure 2. 

This process will help identify strengths and challenges in the feedback loop and understand if diverse 

perspectives are actively engaged in each stage. 

Attending meetings where the improvement cycle moves forward and consulting with the leadership team 

overseeing the process are essential steps. During this time, reviewers should focus on three key areas: the 

clarity of quality improvement actions, such as defining a problem statement; the inclusion of partners, lived 

experts, and relevant staff; and the effectiveness of communication pathways beyond the core team, including 

connections to other improvement cycles, if applicable. Additionally, discussions with leadership should explore 

the historical context of the improvement cycle. Understanding past and ongoing challenges can provide 

valuable insights that inform both this section and other aspects of the review. 

To ensure equity, it is important that reviewers assess whether individuals with lived experiences, particularly 

those from marginalized communities, are actively involved in the CQI processes. This includes clearly 

documenting and observing communication practices that promote transparency and inclusion in the feedback 

loops. Information received during this stage of the assessment can also connect to other areas of the CQI 

system. For example, learning more about quality improvement activities should include understanding how 

outcomes are being analyzed through an equity lens and how improvement strategies are effectively designed 

to reduce disparities. If these things are not occurring, reviewers can gain insights into additional support 

needed in a core component of the CQI system, such as challenges in the data infrastructure and processes.  

Guiding questions to apply an equity lens during this stage of the review process include: 

1. How does the agency ensure that improvement cycles consider the unique challenges faced by diverse 

communities? 

2. How does the CQI process promote those with lived experiences, particularly from diverse or 

marginalized communities, being meaningfully involved in every stage? 

3. Are there clear communication strategies in place to ensure that diverse voices are heard and that 

feedback loops are equitable and transparent? 
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Rubric 

Assessing Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI) Core Components* 

Rating on a five-point scale: 1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Somewhat, 4 = Regularly, 5 = Always 

Core Component Rating 

(1-5) 

Organizational Commitment and Capacity 

 Governance Structure 

  CQI leadership, data analysis, and reporting roles are clearly defined.  

  Leadership fosters an inclusive environment for program improvement (e.g., promotes the use of evidence and multiple perspectives to 

inform change).                                                                                 

 

  Clear responsibilities are outlined in job descriptions and organizational structures.                                                                    

 Strategic Priorities 

  Outcomes are measurable, consistent, and aligned with strategic goals.                                                                                

  Agency priorities are defined with the inclusion of input from race equity specialists, lived experience experts, and external partners.                              

 Equity and Diverse Voices  

  Leadership actively includes diverse voices in decision-making.                                                                                       

  Equity advocates are present in CQI leadership teams.                                                                                                 

  Strategic priorities are tracked in a way that recognizes differences in population groups.                                                                     

Data Infrastructure and Processes  

 Data Collection  

  Data collection methods are transparent, reproducible, and adhere to established guidelines.   

  Data collection methods are fully aligned with agency objectives and are well-documented.  

  Clear, well-documented policies and manuals guide the case review process(es).  

 Information Management System  

  It is clear where quantitative and qualitative data is stored, both internally and with partners.                                                 

  Staff and partners trust in the accuracy and reliability of the information management system.                                                                                        

 Data Analysis and Reporting  

  Appropriate methods are in place for analyzing quantitative and qualitative data.   

  Resources are available (e.g., software, training) to support data analysis.                                                                             

  Reports are accessible, updated frequently, and reliable.  

 Equity and Diverse Voices  
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  Data collection reflects diverse experiences (e.g., input from marginalized groups).                                                                             

  Reports highlight disparities and guide equitable program improvements.                                                                               

  External partners contribute to data interpretation.  

Resources, Policies, and Procedures  

 Policies and Procedures  

  Clear policies that define CQI roles and responsibilities.                                                                                               

  Consistent and clear communication among staff and partners about how to engage in CQI practices.                                                                                 

 Resources  

  Sufficient time allocated for staff participation in CQI activities.                                                                                  

  Trainings that empower staff and partners to engage effectively.                                                                                   

 Equity and Diverse Voices  

  Policies that encourage engagement without placing excessive burdens on underrepresented groups.  

  Sufficient funding, materials, and training provided to ensure all staff, including frontline workers and marginalized groups, can fully and 

fairly participate in CQI processes. 

 

Improvement Cycle  

 QI Process  

  Conducts all primary CQI actions (e.g., conducting root cause analysis) well to ensure long-term improvements. 

 

 

  Strong inclusion of relevant partners and staff from all levels within the improvement cycle.  

 

 

  Clear communication pathways beyond the core team, including connections to other improvement cycles if applicable.  

 Equity and Diverse Voices  

  Strong evidence that diverse perspectives, especially from marginalized communities, are engaged throughout the CQI process.  

  Clear communication strategies that promote diverse voices being heard and feedback loops that are equitable and transparent.  

 

Scoring Interpretation: 

• 110-150: CQI system is well-defined, equity-focused, and includes clear communication and collaboration. 

• 70-109: Proficient CQI system, but with gaps in core components. 

• 30-69: Basic CQI system that needs notable improvement. 

• Below 30: CQI system is lacking key elements and substantial changes are needed to be successful. 

*Note that this rubric is not validated. It is provided solely as a resource to help guide the assessment process.
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Guided Questions 

Applying an Equity Lens when Assessing Core Components of a Successful CQI System 

 

Organizational Commitment and Capacity 

1. How does the organization ensure that leadership and governance structures uplift diverse voices and 

perspectives in decision-making processes? 

2. Are there equity advocates (e.g., representatives from marginalized communities) actively involved in CQI 

leadership teams? 

3. How does the organization measure the success of incorporating diverse voices into CQI processes, and 

what strategic priorities are being tracked to ensure equity? 

 

Data Infrastructure and Processes 

1. Are the tools and methods used for data collection accessible and culturally appropriate for all groups? 

2. Does the information management system capture both quantitative and qualitative data that reflect the 

experiences of diverse populations, including racial and ethnic subgroups? 

3. Are there mechanisms in place to disaggregate data by race, ethnicity, language, and other crucial 

factors? How is this data used to find and address inequities? 

4. Are external partners and communities (especially marginalized ones) involved in data analysis and 

interpretation? How is their feedback integrated into the CQI process? 

 

Resources, Processes, and Procedures 

1. What policies are in place to support diverse staff participation in CQI activities? 

2. What training opportunities are provided to ensure that all staff, particularly those from 

underrepresented groups, are equipped to be involved in CQI activities?  

3. How does the agency ensure that CQI activities do not disproportionately burden staff from 

marginalized groups? 

4. Are external experts or community members with lived experience involved in developing resources to 

promote inclusion of diverse perspectives? 

 

Improvement Cycle 

1. How does the agency ensure that improvement cycles consider the unique challenges faced by diverse 

communities? 

2. How does the CQI process promote those with lived experiences, particularly from diverse or 

marginalized communities, being meaningfully involved in every stage? 

3. Are there clear communication strategies in place to ensure that diverse voices are heard and that 

feedback loops are equitable and transparent? 
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Key Terms 

Continuous quality improvement (CQI): A method of improving organizational processes through ongoing 

assessment and incremental adjustments. This includes receiving continuous feedback, systematic analysis, 

and data-driven decisions to enhance performance and outcomes over time. 

CQI plan: A structured document outlining the specific goals, strategies, actions, and metrics an organization 

will use to improve quality over time. The CQI plan shows areas of improvement, sets measurable objectives, 

defines timelines, and assigns responsibilities. It serves as a roadmap for CQI activities, ensuring alignment 

with organizational goals and a systematic approach to enhancing performance and outcomes. 

CQI practice: The application of specific methods, tools, and techniques to improve quality within a given 

context. CQI practices may include conducting regular team meetings, using data analysis tools, 

benchmarking, implementing standardization, or engaging partners in improvement initiatives. CQI practices 

are the actionable steps that teams and individuals take to achieve improvements as part of a broader CQI 

plan or system.  

CQI procedures: The standardized methods and steps an organization follows to conduct continuous quality 

improvement activities. These procedures include detailed instructions on conducting quality assessments, 

gathering and analyzing data, showing areas for improvement, implementing changes, and monitoring 

results. 

CQI process: The series of steps or activities involved in finding, analyzing, and implementing improvements 

within an organization. The CQI process typically involves cycles such as the Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycle, 

root cause analysis, and data collection, aiming for continuous and incremental improvements. It emphasizes 

an ongoing commitment to refining processes based on feedback and data. 

CQI system: The overall framework or infrastructure that supports continuous quality improvement efforts 

within an organization. This includes policies, procedures, tools, resources, and a culture that encourages and 

sustains quality improvement activities.  

Data-driven decision making: The process of making choices based on data analysis rather than intuition or 

personal experience. In CQI, this approach helps ensure that decisions lead to measurable improvements. 

Feedback loop: A system or process where information about the results of an activity is used by people to 

inform adjustments or improvements in future activities, creating a continuous cycle of evaluation and 

refinement. In CQI, feedback loops help teams understand whether changes lead to desired outcomes by 

offering data-driven insights that guide further action. Effective feedback loops promote ongoing learning 

and adaptation, making it possible to quickly find, address, and adjust for any issues or inefficiencies in a 

process. 

Improvement cycle: A systematic, repetitive sequence of steps used to evaluate, implement, and refine 

changes in a process to achieve incremental and continuous improvement. The cycle typically involves stages 

such as planning for an improvement, executing a minor change, analyzing the results of that change, and—if 

found successful—implementing a permanent change. 

Lean methodology: A QI approach that focuses on maximizing value by eliminating waste in processes. Lean 

aims to create more value for customers with fewer resources. 
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Partner engagement: Involving individuals or groups affected by or involved in the CQI process. Engaging 

partners help ensure that improvement initiatives address relevant issues and have support for 

implementation. 

Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycle: A four-step iterative process used in CQI for testing changes.  

Program improvement strategies: Targeted approaches and methods used to enhance the effectiveness, 

efficiency, and impact of a program. In CQI, program improvement strategies are designed to ensure that a 

program continuously meets its goals, adapts to changing needs, and delivers high-quality outcomes. 

Quality improvement (QI): A systematic approach to finding, analyzing, and addressing areas of improvement 

within processes. QI uses data-driven techniques to implement solutions aimed at improving efficiency, 

effectiveness, and satisfaction. 

Six Sigma: A CQI method that seeks to improve the quality of process outputs by identifying and removing 

causes of defects. It aims for an elevated level of process control and typically involves specialized training in 

statistical analysis. 
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