KPMG

strengthening and
modernizing practices
{0 build successful
family futures

KPMG Child and Family
Services key trends survey

February 2026




Contents

Executive summary

Context: The need for transformation of Canada’s CFS systems

Survey: Purpose and results

1. Vision and goals

2. Policy and program development

3. Programs and service for children, youth, and families

4. Support for staff and employees

5. Technology and data

10

Conclusions and recommendations

12



Executive summary

Many children, youth and family-serving organizations across Canada are currently seeking to strengthen
their systems, modernize their workforce and technology, and transform their practices to serve children,
families, and communities better. To support these organizations and the sector to understand what
activities, programs, and policies are underway, and which are being planned for in the future, KPMG
conducted a survey on Child and Family Services (CFS) trends.

Survey questions were designed to build an understanding of how Canadian CFS organizations
operate and what modernization steps are underway, planned, or aspired for, to improve their services.
The survey is informed by sector leading practices, specifically a prevention-focused approach.

The survey results reinforce KPMG's view on the future of Canada’s Child and Family Service practices,
which is one that sees thriving families and communities as the basis for preventing harm, minimizing
intervention, and enabling long-term child safety and well-being.

Respondents included provincial and territorial CFS departments, Indigenous groups, and co mmunity-
based organizations. Voices from across the continuum of services were represented, from prevention
to intervention, protection and permanency.

Key takeaways from the responses included

There is a desire for CFS organizations to transition to delivering more
preventative services. However, funding challenges, increasing service demand,
and case complexity make it difficult to shift to a prevention-focused model.

Indigenous, Black, and vulnerable populations continue to be disproportionately
represented in the CFS system and experience systemic inequities. CFS organizations
must continue to develop and advance diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives
and culturally attentive supports.

CFS organizations are struggling with high staff turnover, low morale, and burnout,
which risks declining service quality. To meet the needs of children, youth, and families,
CFS organizations are working to promote an improved culture of wellness that includes
manageable caseloads, professional development opportunities, and compensation
incentives to recruit and retain talented staff.

These and other insights from survey data provide a valuable and timely status check on the state

of Canada’s CFS systems. To serve children and families better given today’s circumstances and
challenges, a renewed focus on policy change and programs, technology, staffing, and service supports
is essential.
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Context: The need for transformation of Canada’s
CFS systems

It's an urgent and inspiring moment to transform Canada’s Child and Family Service (CFS) systems.

The passing of Bill C-92: An Act respecting First Nations, Inuit and Métis children, youth and families in
2020 is driving significant change across the CFS system. Canada is home to Inuit, Métis, and more than
630 First Nations communities that have the right and ability under federal legislation to declare and draw
down their own child welfare laws. This means Indigenous Peoples have the ability to decide how to deliver
child and family services in alignment with the needs of their communities, and in ways that reflect their
distinct culture and identity, family practices, and nationhood.

This is a significant development that centres Indigenous voices in their own child, family, and community
care decisions. At the same time, it creates new complexities for CFS organizations that serve Indigenous
children and families. In addition to the existing set of provincial laws, CFS organizations now need to
understand, manage, and follow multiples laws.

In addition to the complexities of managing multiple laws to serve children, youth, and families, there are
ongoing challenges for Canadians to meet their basic needs. This leads to greater complexity and
intersectionality to address the needs of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged populations. One-third of
Canadian children do not enjoy a safe and healthy childhood, and one in five lives in poverty. These factors
increase the risk for the safety and well-being of children, youth, and families.

Further, many CFS programs are working with outdated service and operational models and technology.
Staff are growing increasingly fatigued from managing heavy caseloads as more children with a greater
complexity of needs are staying in care longer.

KPMG believes that CFS organizations need to continue to think differently about prevention-based
approaches to CFS, and to modernize their programs and services and build a stronger community
response that supports a vision for change—both within their own organization, and at regional, provincial,
and national levels.
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Survey:Purpose and results

This survey was intended to help CFS organizations reflect on their vision and plans. KPMG Canada
has been supporting and strengthening CFS systems in Canada and around the world for over 15 years.
Our experience and evidence-based research informs a vision of success for CFS systems that is
focused on prevention and is rooted in thriving families and communities. This vision is guided by the
following principles:

Families alone are Child safety and well-being Strong, thriving
not responsible for the is a shared responsibility communities give

safety and development il between families and families the bgst c_hance
of their children. communities. to support their children.

The survey results provide a pulse check as to where Canadian CFS organizations are at, in establishing
and moving ahead on improving their structures, practices and enablers. Trends that arose are presented
in the context of the components of a strong CFS system—including governance, operational processes,
technology systems, people and culture—and how they help adapt to and adopt change.

In this context, this information can help CFS organizations gain perspective on their own transformative
goals and answer questions such as:

Vision: Prevention: Equity:

Do we have a strong vision Does our programming prevent Is our CFS organization engaged
driving our CFS modernization children and youth from entering in making our services more
strategy? into care? relevant and accessible to all

families and children served?

Survey questions were asked in five categories and results are grouped here according to those same
themes. The report concludes with three key recommendations.

1. Visionandgoals

To realize a prevention-focused approach, organizations require a strong vision statement, guiding
principles, and clearly defined goals.

Canadian CFS organizations demonstrate a strong overall commitment to setting and achieving goals.
58% of survey respondents took action over the last year or more to implement their CFS vision and
goals. An additional 20% plan to advance their vision and goals in the next 1 to 3 years.

Respondents also report that many CFS initiatives and organizational goals remain partially executed with
no clear indication of when they might reach full implementation. Several issues identified as either
delaying or straining progress included:

Unclear communication to staff Lack of clarity on whether strategic Lack of focus on how best to
regarding vision, goals, and initiatives will be sustained during address systemic inequities (e.g.
strategic plans. leadership transitions. employee well-being, over-

representation of underserved
populations, reconciliation).
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Annual reports are a key mechanism by which CFS organizations lay out their visions, goals, and
achievements and share trends and statistics about programs, services, and populations served.

57% of respondents confirmed that their organization published an annual report in the last year or more.
14% plan to do so within the next 1-3 years, and 9% did not intend to provide an annual report.

While Canadian CFS organizations are generally proactive on reporting, not all reports produced are
shared publicly. Internally facing reports do not provide sufficient transparency to the community regarding
the supports provided to children and youth in their area.

The Government of Northwest Territories has demonstrated a commitment to continuous
improvement with the release of their 2024-2025 Annual Report of the Director of Child and
Family Services. Their report highlights the Territory’s progress on addressing cultural continuity
for Indigenous children in care, while also acknowledging the ongoing challenges they face. It also
identifies the planned steps to address these challenges.

2. Policy and program development

Intersectional policy development

There is growing attention in public-facing service organizations regarding questions of culture, race,
gender, and sexual diversity. In CFS organizations, policies must not only take the voices of children,
youth and families into account, they must attend to the intersectional needs of individuals and groups.

Policies and practices in CFS organizations must serve as enablers of programs and services,
not barriers. As such, frameworks and policies need to be developed that support decolonization and
anti-Black racism, as well as address gender and sexual diversity.

Ontario’s One Vision One Voice (OVOV) framework is designed to address Anti-Black racism in
the province, and improve outcomes for Black children, youth, and families.

The development of the framework was community-led, centering African Canadian voices. As a
result of the framework, several organizations have embedded the 11 Race Equity Practices into
their daily operations.

KkPMG
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Oranga Tamariki — Ministry for Children in New Zealand developed a Practice Framework that is
the foundational guide for child and family services practice. It is designed to support practitioners to
deliver culturally responsive, ethical, and effective services to tamariki (children), rangatahi (youth),
and their whanau (families).

The Practice Framework is structured around five interconnected domains and incorporates both
Te Ao Maori and Pacific language, principles and worldviews into the framework.

Ngakau Whakairo — The Heart of Our Work — embeds rights, values, and
professional obligations.

Whai Matauranga — The Pursuit of Knowledge — encourages continuous learning, research,
and understanding.

Whai Oranga — The Pursuit of Well-being — draws on Te Ao Maori principles and models,
focusing on holistic well-being.

Whai Pikenga — The Pursuit of Practice Skills — emphasizes relational practice,
communication, and empathy.

Whai Akona — The Pursuit of Best Practice — encourages reflexive practice, supervision,
and coaching.

Most survey respondents are responding proactively to evolving policy needs in these areas. 64% have
established a practice framework and refreshed their policies to incorporate leading practices in the last
year or more. An additional 23% of respondents plan to do so in the coming 1 to 3 years.

Respondents noted that partnerships with Indigenous organizations and cultural communities had
successfully fostered more inclusive practices within their organizations. To have broader systemic
impact, these practices need to be embedded on a larger scale.

Program evaluation and continuous improvement

One area where Canadian CFS organizations need improvement is in system evaluation. In the last year
or more, only 40% of respondents completed a robust evaluation of their programs and services.
However, 36% plan to perform an evaluation in the next 1 to 3 years.

Reviews of programs and policies are essential for recognizing trends and driving service improvements.
For respondents whose organizations performed such evaluations, some felt that the evaluations lacked
clarity and measurable outcomes. They noted it wasn't always clear what impact services and supports
were having on children, youth, families, and communities served.

On the other hand, the survey demonstrates that 67% of CFS organizations have completed, or plan to
complete assessments to better understand community needs, and have used, or plan to use feedback
from community partners to inform program design. These practices help CFS organizations better meet
the needs of the children, youth, and families they serve.

Obtaining feedback from families and communities is vital. Not only do children, youth, and families need
to feel heard and empowered to provide input into program development, but their feedback needs to
inform program redesign to ensure that their needs are met.
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Understanding community needs and listening to community partners
helps deliver effective child and family services by:

Enhancing cultural relevance and responsiveness
Building trust which is critical to engagement

Improving outcomes through effective service delivery
Promoting equity and inclusion and addressing systemic barriers
Strengthening collaboration and creating shared accountability
Supporting continuous improvement

Prevention-based programming

It's clear from survey results that a prevention-based approach is top of mind for survey respondents.
When asked specifically about prevention-based programming with respect to program development, 50%
of respondents said they’d refreshed their programming using a prevention-based lens within the last year
or more. An additional 23% plan to refresh their programs to align with prevention models within the next
1to 3 years.

@ Leading practice CFS systems have:

¢ Designed policies and programs to provide guidance to promote flexible and innovative approaches that are

responsive to the needs of children, youth, and families
o Defined evaluation plans with regular reporting and public updates on progress achieved.
o Integrated child, youth, and family voices into their processes for updating, refining, and designing programs.

3. Programs and service for children, youth, and families

Prevention-focused CFS systems are designed to respond to children, youth, family, and community
needs in comprehensive ways that divert from safety interventions. In the ideal framework, only the most
complex cases ever reach the safety system.

Survey results demonstrate that Canadian CFS organizations, as a whole, need more planning and
implementation work to achieve prevention-focused systems. Only 36% of respondents reported having
increased the scale and reach of preventative services in their system in the last year or more and only
22% indicated plans to do so within the next 1-3 years.

CFS organizations are better positioned when it comes to strengths-based interventions, which prioritize
creating safety for families while minimizing identified risks. This includes the use of responsive systems
that maintain or reunify families in situations where harm may be, or is, imminent.

These interventions are most effective when programs and services are culturally attentive, prioritize harm
reduction, integrate family-led decision-making, and include collaboration between multiple parties.
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Indigenous organizations across Canada have developed community-led, culturally grounded
models that emphasize family preservation, accountability, and holistic wellness. The focus is on
creating a circle of care that reflects Indigenous ways of knowing and being, involves extended
family, Elders, and important community members for the child and family.

The intention is to identify a solution that addresses the concerns, while promoting healing,
accountability, and collective support. Some leading practice examples include:

The Martin Family Initiative’s Early Years Program provides Indigenous organizations across
Canada with customizable resources to design and implement programs that support families in
community, starting prenatally, by weaving together science-based research, lived experiences,
and traditional ways of knowing and being. This prevention-focused programming seeks to
honour this parent-child relationship and support healthy pregnancies and infancy.

Carrier Sekani Family Services (CSFS) in British Colombia use the Carrier Life Cycle Model as
their approach to service provision. This model recognizes that everyone and everything is
interconnected and interdependent, and that there are multiple determinants of wellness for people
in each age group. CSFS provides services through culturally relevant and holistic methods,
including prevention and intervention services for children, youth, and caregivers.

Peguis Child and Family Services (PCFS) in Manitoba provide culturally appropriate services
that strengthen the family unit, recognize the importance of the child’s cultural heritage, identity,
and sense of belonging to their family and community as a whole. PCFS utilizes Sharing Circles
across many programs to create a safe, empathetic space. For example, the Family Sharing Circle
iS meant to serve as an alternative to dealing with challenges through the Court process. A Family
Sharing Circle is intended as a voluntary and inclusive process where the family works together to
solve issues and make a plan to address the required care and support for the child.

Canadian CFS organizations demonstrate growing alignment with these strengths-based practices. In the
last year or more:

g8
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7% | =

respondents have
deepened their focus
on culturally
attentive supports
and services

66% | 48%

integrated family-led embedded
decision-making harm reduction
processes approaches.

Despite these advancements, respondents felt that harm reduction and prevention-based services were
not adequately supported within current policy frameworks This may mean that these approaches are
available, however, they are not being actively or consistently us ed in open child protection matters.
This may be due to conflicting policy requirements, or a lack of understanding of how to apply these
approaches in practice.
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Survey respondents also noted that ongoing systemic discrimination can worsen the experience for
Indigenous and Black children, youth, and families who are engaged with CFS organizations. It was
suggested that anti-oppression practices, reconciliation efforts, and inclusive hiring policies would
foster more trust and improve service delivery.

@ Leading practice CFS systems have:

¢ Holistic community-based resources that are readily available, sufficiently funded, and responsive to the

cultural needs of the community.
Collaborative, tiered approaches that are dependent on the intensity of needs of the child, youth, and family.

Practitioners that are supported to apply strength-based practices that are focused on creating safety and
mitigating rather than eliminating risk.

4. Support for staff and employees

The human services sector is currently facing significant challenges with skilled worker recruitment and
retention. Research studies conducted across Canada® 2 note that human services staff are suffering
from stress and burnout and are leaving the social work profession due to excessively high and
challenging caseloads.

Several provincial and national associations representing social workers have called for workload
measurement tools to define caseloads and make work allocations more manageable. They've also
suggested staff be provided higher compensation, training, and professional development opportunities
to bolster recruitment and retention efforts.

According to our survey results, the situation remains concerning for Canadian CFS organizations.
Some respondents noted that excessive workloads and disregard for staff feedback on health and
safety have contributed to a challenging work environment. Others pointed out that when measures
are introduced to recognize staff contributions or improve compensation, these changes tended to
favour management.

The governments of Sweden and Iceland have developed workload monitoring systems that
help quantify workload based on the number of cases, types of interventions, administrative tasks,
and time spent per case. The objective is not to measure quality of work, but rather quantity of
work. The goal is to monitor workload trends over time, identify overburdened staff, and support
case assignment adjustments where needed.

In addition, the Government of Finland has amended their child welfare legislation to limit the
number of cases assigned to each social worker. The intention of this change is to improve the
quality of services and provide children with the necessary attention and care.
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Q Survey results show that:

Survey results show that 40% of Canadian CFS organizations have explored new caseload management
approaches in the last year or more. However, only 22% respondents have plans to do so in the next 1-3 years.
Despite broad recognition that there is a need to provide staff with manageable caseloads, and understand the
complexities of cases when making assignments, 21% of respondents indicated there are no plans in place to
explore new approaches to caseload management.

Furthermore, in the last year or more, only 39% of respondents indicated their CFS organizations refreshed their
compensation models. Most significantly, 32% of respondents had no plans in place to do so. These results
indicate there may be ongoing difficulties with the recruitment and retention of social work professionals.

In particular, low or stagnant pay may result in new or existing workers leaving for higher paying jobs or leave
employees feeling undervalued.

While access to training and professional development can be used as a recruitment and retention incentive,
only 50% of respondents indicated they've recently refreshed their professional training programs. CFS
practitioners need to enhance their skills, knowledge, and capabilities on an ongoing basis. This is especially
vital when policies and programs are evolving to better meet family and community needs.

Social work takes a physical and emotional toll. CFS staff and employees need holistic supports, including
learning and professional development opportunities, a community of practice, and access to a network of
wellness supports to enhance their overall well-being in the workplace.

@ Leading practice CFS systems have:

e Shared mandates with multiple partners to enable wrap-around supports and services to be delivered
to children, youth, and families.

e Support for professional development and ongoing learning, as well as formal and informal knowledge
sharing practices.

e Established career pathways with opportunities for learning and development.

0. Technology and data

An effective CFS system requires that service providers and practitioners—from those providing
community-based services to those in child and youth safety—use a common technology platform to
access and share information quickly and accurately.




Evolving technology and case management systems can help to alleviate the pressures on the workforce,
bring together data that often sits in silos, and allow social workers to spend more time delivering quality
outcomes for children, youth, and families.

KPMG has developed a customizable GFS Salesforce solution

which allows organizations to build a technology solution that automates their processes, plans actions
and tasks, and equips social workers to respond in the field. Key features of this solution include but are

not limited to:

e Note taking and summarizing e Possible next best actions to guide follow-up
e Pre-populating assessments and reports with o Safety alerts triggered by location

common fields ¢ Voice recording upload

Document management

Chat-based assistance

In addition to a central platform, many organizations have adopted mobile interfaces and other
technology solutions to streamline case management, reduce administrative burden, improve record-
keeping, and enable data compliance. These technology enhancements represent a major improvement
over legacy case management systems that are inefficient, error-prone, and difficult to adapt to reflect
changes in practice.?

Most Canadian CFS organizations are embracing new technologies. 48% have implemented new case
management systems or explored alternative service delivery mechanisms (e.g. web platforms or mobile
apps) in the last year or more. An additional 12% have plans to implement new technologies or online or
mobile channels for service delivery over the next 1-3 years.

Leading practice for CFS systems requires a robust system of data collection mechanisms to gather
feedback and generate insights from multiple perspectives. In recognition of these needs, 49% of
respondents are currently using data to understand the unique needs of children, youth, and families,
and have improved their data collection mechanisms in the last year or more. An additional 21% of
respondents have plans to do so over the next 1-3 years.

Despite progress on the uptake of new technologies and data-driven methodologies, some organizations
still struggle with outdated systems and IT infrastructure. Survey respondents also noted that legislative
and privacy concerns can limit the use and integration of services, such as generative Al, that are
designed to drive operational efficiencies. For instance, only 16% of respondents actively employed
generative Al. However, 31% have plans to explore its use in the next 1-3 years.

@ Leading practice CFS systems have:

e A common case management system that allows those involved with the child, youth, and family to
access and contribute to the case file.

Information sharing agreements that support collaboration and improved outcomes for

children, youth, and families.

Established robust systems for data collection that can receive feedback from multiple perspectives,
including children, youth, families, and community partners.
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Conclusions and recommendations

CFS organizations in Canada are facing increasing complexity in meeting the needs of children, youth,
and families. Survey results indicate that there is a desire to transition to prevention-focused services.
However, it is difficult to modernize successfully when there is a lack of sustained funding and staff, an
increasing demand for services, and other complexities that need addressing, including:

The lack of necessities, such as Wide-ranging intersectional An overburdened system when
housing and food, due to inflation needs of children, youth, suitable partners are unavailable
and scarcity and families to support a child’s complex

medical or behavioural needs

A prevention-based approach requires investment, resources, and adequate staffing to avoid straining the
system and support earlier intervention. The following recommendations can help CFS organizations
continue to support families and address other systemic and operational challenges.

CFS systems need to continue to improve support for equity-deserving populations.

Structural inequities remain in CFS funding, programming, and approaches serving Indigenous, Black,
and vulnerable populations. Some CFS organizations have enabled culturally safe and equitable service
delivery by integrating Indigenous voices in decision-making, launching targeted diversity initiatives, and
expanding training and programming involving underrepresented communities.

While these initiatives are local and not yet available across the country, they represent a pathway toward
a decolonized, anti-oppressive, and equitable model of prevention-focused CFS services.

CFS systems need to be integrated and coordinated within communities to support children,
youth, and families.

CFS organizations need to coordinate with health, education, justice and community-based organizations
to provide holistic care for children, youth, and families. An integrated model that centralizes services
and breaks down silos between service delivery streams is more effective for child and youth harm
prevention, safety, and care.

Community-based organizations are the first line of support to protect children and youth and keep
families together. They need resources and funding to tailor services to child, youth, and family needs.

A shared mandate and shared accountabilities across additional community partners, plus the provision
of holistic, team-based care, will enable wraparound, comprehensive supports that best meet the complex
needs of children, youth, and families.

Technology can help with coordination by streamlining processes, improving efficiency, and enhancing
service delivery. This includes the use of Al to support record-keeping, data analysis, and reporting.
Outdated systems should be modernized to meet increased service demand and reduce
administrative burdens.
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CFS systems need to address workplace challenges such as high turnover, heavy caseloads,
and employee burnout, and strengthen leadership and organizational efficiency.

CFS practitioners need to be provided training, mentorship, career pathways, and professional
development opportunities that help them perform their roles effectively. These initiatives should be
supported by fair and equitable compensation, benefits, and bonuses that aid recruitment and boost
retention. Fostering a culture of wellness in the CFS workplace can help reduce employee burnout,
as can flexible working arrangements and improved caseload management.

Organizational efficiencies and streamlining that remove top-heavy structures may also improve workforce
conditions by placing the focus back on those in direct service delivery to children, youth, and families.

The Canadian CFS system has implemented many positive changes over the last few years, and these
efforts and momentum should be celebrated. Challenges in realizing a more holistic, effective, and
prevention-based CFS system nevertheless remain and continue to evolve. Addressing intersectional
and cultural needs, improving workforce conditions, and renewing the commitment to prevention across
policies and programs will help families and communities thrive and maintain child and youth safety
and well-being.

irm of the KPMG global organization of independent mem
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https://www.opeeka.com/child-welfare-case-management/

How KPMG can help

Our network of human and social services professionals work with all levels of government (federal,
provincial, municipal), Indigenous community, and a broad range of social purpose / social service
agencies (e.g. foundations, non-profit organizations, advocacy groups), citizen groups and private sector
participants to transform policies, programs and service delivery in the sector. Our team brings together
highly experienced professionals and subject matter specialists from our global network of member firms
to help organizations make a difference in the lives of those they serve.

We have experiences covering a range of advisory services including: strategy, policy and legislative advice,
program design / review, process definition, technology design, program build and implementation, portfolio /
program / project management, and change management. Through this experience we know and understand
how systems can be designed to make a positive impact.

Vulnerable and at-risk populations Executives and leaders

We build systems that are easier for We help leaders to make evidence-informed
vulnerable and at-risk populations to access decisions based on how different levers, programs
information and supports to help them reach and services can bring about different results for
their full potential. vulnerable and at-risk populations.

Frontline staff, supervisors and managers Communities

We empower staff, supervisors and We engage communities in supporting vulnerable
managers to make a difference in the and at-risk populations, so that creating the right
lives of vulnerable people. conditions is everyone’s collective responsibility.

For more information, please feel free to contact KPMG in Canada’s National Lead for Human and
Social Services: Michael Capus | mcapus@kpmg.ca | 780-429-7346
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kpmg.com/ca

The information contained herein is of a general nature and is not intended to address the
circumstances of any particular individual or entity. Although we endeavour to provide accurate and
timely information, there can be no guarantee that such information is accurate as of the date it is
received or that it will continue to be accurate in the future. No one should act on such information
without appropriate professional advice after a thorough examination of the particular situation.
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