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Cracking the Monolith: California’s Child Welfare Services 
Disrupts Technology Procurement (A) 

 
 

Introduction 

In 2015, California’s Division of Child Welfare Services received roughly 500,000 reports of child 

abuse and neglect.1 Each of these reports was investigated by a social worker.A An account of the 

investigation, its outcome and the social worker’s recommendations were all recorded into a statewide 

database known as Child Welfare Services/Case Management System (CWS/CMS). The two-decade old 

technology tracked everything from an initial report of abuse to the progress of a child in foster care. As 

part of the country’s largest child welfare program, approximately 25,000 state and county employees 

accessed CWS/CMS.2  

The system rarely experienced outages, but it was woefully out of date. In the past twenty years, the 

nature of child welfare work had evolved significantly, as had technology itself. But between visits to 

children, families, foster facilities and courts, social workers still had to take time out of their day to 

return to the office and type their handwritten notes into the case management system. Far from being 

mobile-friendly, CWS/CMS was not even web-enabled. When out in the field, if social workers needed 

quick information on a child or perhaps the history of a foster parent, they had no way to access that 

data remotely. Lack of maintenance funds also prevented the state from updating the system to keep up 

with shifts in child welfare policy and practice.  

In 2012, the Department of Social Services (DSS)—the parent unit of the Division of Child Welfare 

Services—began the process of commissioning a 21st century replacement for CWS/CMS. Three years 

later, by the fall of 2015, DSS had almost completed its due diligence. In collaboration with several other 

departments including technology and finance, DSS wrote up a Request for Proposal (RFP). The 1,500-

page document was a traditional RFP with granular detail on the software requirements as well as 

legalese to shield the government from financial and other risks. The proposal called for a “waterfall” 

approach to software development, where all aspects of the project would be planned in advance, and 

                                                           
A
 Social workers first triage every report to determine whether further investigation is required.  
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follow a pre-ordained sequence, much like the process of building a bridge or a tower. A single 

technology vendor would win the bid to design and custom-build the software over the coming years, 

and likely cost the state close to half a billion dollars. 

In late October 2015, just weeks before the RFP was to be released, two senior officials: Marybel 

Batjer, Secretary for Government Operations, and Michael Wilkening, Undersecretary for the Health and 

Human Services agency (an umbrella agency that houses DSS) met with former U.S. Chief Technology 

Officer Todd Park and members of a tech nonprofit, Code for America, all of whom had reviewed the 

RFP. Park and the Code for America team warned the officials that both the waterfall approach and the 

large size of the project posed significant risks. First, they urged California to consider an alternative 

“architecture” for the project. Why not break up the “monolith” proposal into its component parts? 

Rather than build and replace one giant system with another, why not replace the system in parts—or in 

modules. Second, for each of these modules, teams of programmers and social workers could work 

together to design software, build a prototype and iterate until the final product fully satisfied the needs 

of the social workers. In technology circles this method of placing the user at the core of the 

development process and operating in quick sprints to deliver a testable product, that is refined over 

time, was called “agile” development. Instead of waiting years before a social worker could even begin 

to test a new case management system, a modular, agile approach could deliver a prototype of a single 

aspect of the system in as little as two weeks, they said. 

Batjer and Wilkening were immediately seized by the idea. Truth was the state was littered with 

failed technology projects. Both officials had privately fretted they were commissioning yet another 

piece of technology that was most likely going to run over time, over budget and ultimately not help DSS 

fulfill its mission of serving California’s children. To them the modular, agile method had the potential to 

turn the long dysfunctional waterfall approach on its head. “It was so refreshing,” said Batjer. “Like 

someone had thrown open the shades, cracked open the window and said ‘look there’s fresh air out 

there.’”3 

But could California’s bureaucracy, with its stringent procurement rules, pivot to a modular 

approach? And could Batjer, Wilkening and others convince state staff and county partners who had 

already invested years in Waterfall to change course—at the last minute—and experiment with agile 

development, a methodology never attempted in California government before?   

The Long Shadow of Healthcare.gov 

California’s officials were not the only ones dissatisfied with the state of technology procurement in 

government. A widely cited 2013 study estimated that approximately 94 percent of big federal 

technology projects in the previous decade were unsuccessful.4 More than half of these projects were 

late, over budget, or didn’t meet user needs, and roughly 41 percent failed entirely. Most of these 

failures happened outside public view, but in 2013 one technology failure led to—for the first time 

ever—the U.S. President apologizing for a non-functioning website. Healthcare.gov was a massive 

federal technology project under President Barack Obama’s White House. The website was intended as 
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a marketplace to buy health insurance as part of Obama’s signature legislation, the Affordable Care Act, 

which mandated that all Americans be insured. In the first three weeks of its operation nearly 20 million 

Americans visited healthcare.gov but less than 500,000 were able to sign up for insurance and even 

fewer eventually received it.5 

The kinks in healthcare.gov were eventually fixed but not before Congressional hearings took the 

bruised Obama administration and the technology vendor to task. The episode served as a wakeup call 

for state and local governments across America, where similar technology failures were routine, even if 

the public scrutiny was not. 

Slow Pace of Reform 

Just a few months before healthcare.gov’s bumpy start, California Governor Jerry Brown brought in 

Marybel Batjer to run a newly formed agency called Government Operations (GovOps) to oversee the 

state’s vital administrative systems such as technology and procurement (see Exhibit A for California 

government structure). In doing so, Brown downgraded the status of the information technology unit 

from an agency to a department under GovOps, and charged Batjer with bringing innovative processes 

to government.  

But two years later, by 2015, Batjer was frustrated. In that time three more large state technology 

projects—worth hundreds of millions of taxpayer dollars—had either failed or were on the verge of 

failing. California was in a series of litigations with technology vendors. “All of us realized that the whole 

lifecycle of technology procurement processes—from start to finish—needed to be changed,” Batjer 

said. In the past, when a department was interested in buying a piece of technology it was required to 

complete a “Feasibility Study Report (FSR).” FSRs typically took months to prepare and included a 

comprehensive needs analysis, a budget estimate, a schedule of development, and even identified the 

type of technology the unit wanted to buy. “Departments had to pick their poison early,” explained 

Stuart Drown Deputy Secretary for GovOps.6 “The FSR is what a department would use to sell the idea to 

Finance,” added Batjer. “Once Finance agreed to the budget, then you had to go to the legislature and 

once they agreed it was down in writing in the budget. So now you've got to live by it. But boy, it's all a 

big guessing game. In the wake of failed IT projects there are all these poorly done FSRs. It’s no one's 

real fault because that was the process.”  

To overcome this problem, in 2013, just before Batjer started, the Department of Technology (DT) 

initiated a system called “Stage Gate,” that would help government units first examine the problem they 

were trying to solve, before jumping to identify solutions. “Over 25 years of my career I’ve seen several 

failed IT projects,” said Batjer. “And they always failed for the same few reasons. Either the IT systems 

were way too complicated, or the government processes that the systems were trying to bring 

technology to were too complicated. Usually there was no business reengineering of those processes 

prior to finding an IT solution.”  

Stage Gate established a step-by-step system where departments first developed a rigorous 
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business plan for the system they were hoping to improve. In analyzing the plan, DT would determine if 

the government unit had the capacity and the knowledge to implement the proposal. If satisfied, DT 

would approve the unit to the next stage: alternatives analysis. During this phase DT and the 

government unit would work together to assess the merits of several alternatives. Perhaps the best way 

to implement the business plan would be to modify internal processes rather than seek a technology 

solution. Only after DT was satisfied that technology was vital to implementing the business plan could 

the government unit move to the final stages of gathering user requirements and later to hiring a 

technology vendor. 

Even though she believed the process to be “onerous,” Batjer embraced Stage Gate upon her 

arrival, largely because it was better than the alternative. She understood why the Department of 

Technology had adopted the mechanism to begin with. “If there is a failure or a mistake in the 

technology world, they haul the Director of Technology up before the legislature and it's his ‘throat to 

choke,’ as we say in California,” explained Batjer. “The legislature will ask ‘who is responsible here?’ 

Over years of that occurring, the Director of Technology, like any one of us, doesn’t want to be that 

throat to choke.” 

Yet, by its nature, Stage Gate was slow and projects like the modernization of CWS/CMS, which had 

begun prior to the rollout of Stage Gate, continued to barrel down the same old path of problematic 

FSRs that eventually fed into large waterfall proposals. Unsatisfied, Batjer sought solutions outside 

government. She was enamored by the work of Jennifer Pahlka, founder of Code for America. The 

organization placed programmers in one-year fellowships in local and state government. To Batjer the 

fellows—from Chicago to Sacramento—were showing new ways for government to intersect with 

technology. Batjer got in touch with Pahlka just a few months after taking office. Although she and 

Pahlka spoke on several occasions in the coming years, the two would not find a way to work together 

until the fall of 2015. 

Pockets of Innovation 

Meanwhile, a lingering sense of malaise around technology procurement prompted other parts of 

California government to innovate as well. Michael Wilkening, Undersecretary for the Health and 

Human Services Agency since 2008 and responsible for 12 departments including the Department of 

Social Services was “incredibly frustrated by the state's procurement processes,” he said. “It is insane 

how long it takes, and what we think is success. A Governor can come in and in his first budget propose 

a major IT system, be reelected four years later, leave office, and never have that system running.”7  

By contrast, Wilkening saw promise in CalHEERS, California’s own health insurance exchange under 

the Affordable Care Act, which was built in a span of 18 months; a record-breaking timeline for the 

state. “CalHEERS was exempted from a lot of procurement review processes,” explained Wilkening.B “It 

had some budgetary requirements, but it was operating completely outside of how we do state 

                                                           
B
 Even though most state projects receive federal funding, CalHEERS also enjoyed a political exception. 
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procurement for an IT system. We brought that system up very quickly. It was certainly not perfect, but 

it was functional and started enrolling people.” Soon after, Wilkening and his team began to tease out 

what made CalHEERS successful. Clearly, much of the time shaved off from the production schedule was 

directly related to the exemptions the project enjoyed, which were not feasible for regular projects. But 

the fact that CalHEERS’ inflexible deadline had fostered quick decision-making by state executives made 

Wilkening eager to infuse a similar ethos into other technology projects. 

Around the same time William Lightbourne, Director of the Department of Social Services, 

responsible for both the Division of Child Welfare Services and the state’s food stamp program, 

CalFresh, watched closely as Code for America fellows created a prototype, at breakneck speed, of a 

radically simplified system for California residents to apply for food stamps online. “What Code for 

America was doing for food stamps was tiny by comparison to the new child welfare services system,” 

said Lightbourne. “But it felt so different. The speed, the ability to test and retest, and involve end-users, 

it was all very new to us.”8  

The Proposed New System for Child Welfare Services 

Just like his colleagues, Batjer and Wilkening, Lightbourne was appointed by Governor Brown. He 

had worked in city and county governments before arriving in Sacramento to lead the state’s Social 

Services Department in 2011. Several years earlier, in 2007, DSS had attempted to buy a web-enabled 

case management system, but the 2008 recession and the ensuing budget challenges forced DSS to 

shelve the project.C In 2012, when the economic outlook improved, the department undertook the 

process of refreshing a comprehensive list of needs of the state and all its 58 counties—which were 

responsible for enforcing child welfare laws and policies.  

California’s decentralized government relies heavily on counties to serve the nation’s most populous 

state. The director of each county’s human/social services department serves on the County Welfare 

Directors Association (CWDA)—a powerful entity with responsibility to ensure the interests of local 

governments are reflected in California welfare policy and procedures.  

County governments were particularly affected by the limitations of CWS/CMS. It was the social 

workers in counties that investigated reports of child abuse, mistreatment and neglect and whittled 

down half a million annual reports to approximately 80,000 substantiated claims. It was the same social 

workers that worked with the nearly 100,000 children in foster care or under state supervision every 

year. With not enough funds to regularly update CWS/CMS, the counties had to find other ways to 

reflect frequent changes in child welfare laws and policies.9 As a result, counties ended up developing 

hundreds of external systems to address the shortcomings of CWS/CMS. Some were as simple as a 

Microsoft Access database; others as complex as web portals that exchanged data with other large 

county-based systems.10  

                                                           
C
 In 2006, the federal government was going to fine California $30 million for not updating CWS/CMS to keep up with changing 

federal regulations around child welfare. The state avoided the fine by promising to buy a new system. 
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The counties estimated that in the 2010s, CWS/CMS met less than a quarter of their needs, and 

worse, the technology’s limitations reduced the capacity of social workers to do their jobs by about 30 

percent.11  

Starting in 2012, Lightbourne collaborated with the CWDA on the needs analysis for the new child 

welfare technology system. A 50-member team of state and county officials was created to compile user 

needs. This team worked closely with the Office of Systems Integration, a separate unit within the 

Health and Human Services Agency, which because of its size required an in-house office to manage 

many of its technology and procurement needs (Exhibit A for California government structure). By early 

2015, nearly a decade after DSS and counties had first expressed interest in an improved system, a draft 

RFP was ready. But the state was far from done. “The problem is few of us in the child welfare program 

are ourselves tech oriented,” explained Lightbourne. “Every time we sat down for meetings about the 

new system we were told by both the staff writing the proposal requirements as well as the staff 

responsible for the contracting process that we can only acceptably put out a contract that is totally 

defined in detail. We had to define everything down to a gnat’s eyelash. But we didn’t know what was 

best.” Lightbourne decided to hire Code for America to review the proposal and provide concrete 

suggestions for improvement. He hoped to imbue some of the energy around CalFresh into the new 

system. 

Waterfall vs. Agile 

Dan Hon, Code for America’s Content Director, was tasked with the proposal review. Hon, a lawyer 

by training and coder by passion, was eager to be of assistance. As he saw it, California—much like the 

rest of the U.S.—was in a “straitjacket” when it came to technology procurement. Even though waterfall 

was a thing of the past in most of the private sector, government clung to the method. In theory, 

waterfall promised exactly what risk-averse governments sought: a well-planned, no-surprises approach 

to procure a product. But the reality was quite different, Hon explained:12 

In traditional waterfall procurement you go through different phases. The first phase is 
the requirements gathering phase. Your department will produce a list of requirements 
that the software needs to do. Then you hand off that list, which is typically something 
like a detailed 10,000-row Excel spreadsheet, to a vendor who builds all your 
requirements into a piece of software over a period of five years. Once the software is 
built, at the very end, you go into a phase called user acceptance testing. That’s where 
for the first time the vendor puts usable software in front of you. That’s the first chance 
you get to check if the software actually solves the problem you set out to solve. That’s 
the first time you find out if your approach is wrong.  

 
“Under a waterfall process you gather requirements, then you design a solution and then you test it. 

Under an agile process you do all of those things in each iteration,” he added.  

The main difference between agile and waterfall is that agile says the best way to solve 
a problem is to do it iteratively and to do it repeatedly. An agile methodology is 
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supposed to produce something that will provide value to the customer as soon as 
possible, and frequently. From a contractual point of view that means a vendor is 
required to continuously deliver software that is usable. In that way the customer can 
provide concrete, practical feedback on whether the software is solving the right 
problem. It may be that the customer turns around and says now that you've put 
something in front of me it is not what I need. In agile, you continually gather and 
validate requirements during the entire project.  
 

Hon believed the reason behind many failed government IT projects was not because the 

requirements gathering phase was flawed, but because of what he described as the “very long delay 

between hypothesis and test.” Moreover, the government contract structure left no recourse to update 

the hypothesis after the test. “Waterfall presupposes that if you do all your exam preparation, you have 

one shot to pass and never get another shot again,” Hon said. “In cases where you can be completely 

sure that you have exactly the right requirements, then it makes sense to go and build the software and 

not iterate, but broadly speaking when you are not sure of the exact thing that you need, then an Agile 

approach is best, because it allows you to update your hypothesis and update your knowledge and act 

upon it.” More often than not, Hon noted, even if Waterfall allowed government to test earlier in the 

process there was no contractual or budgetary room to do another round of development, “because we 

have created the entire project around a fixed set of deliverables and with fixed scope.” 

Bureaucratic Workarounds 

As Hon suspected, the RFP for California’s new case management system was waterfall to its core, 

but would be served well by an agile treatment. To him, this was healthcare.gov all over again. But Hon 

faced a difficult choice. “Any recommendation I made that DSS could implement,” he said, “would be 

the equivalent of fiddling on the margins while Rome burns. And any recommendation that would 

deliver a significantly better outcome would not be within the remit of DSS.” Inside California’s 

bureaucratic apparatus, DSS would have little ability to implement an agile procurement process 

without the support of the Government Operations and Health and Human Services agencies. 

In October 2015, Hon and Code for America founder Jennifer Pahlka shared their concerns about the 

RFP with Lightbourne and others at DSS, but didn’t stop there. They soon paved the way for a 

conversation with Batjer (GovOps) and Wilkening (Health and Human Services) and decided to bring in 

Todd Park, former Chief Technology Officer under President Obama. Pahlka worked under Park as 

Deputy Chief Technology Officer at the White House from 2013 to 2014. During that time both were 

inspired by the success of the United Kingdom’s Government Digital Service, which had improved some 

of the country’s digital services by leveraging agile methodology. Park and Pahlka helped found 

America’s own U.S. Digital Service and a federal service known as 18F which, among other things, 

provided technical assistance to federal, state and local governments on creating agile procurement 

proposals. 
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Meanwhile, however, under pressure from the counties to move forward, the case management 

system’s waterfall RFP continued as planned with an expected release date of November 24, 2015. 

Undeterred, the trio requested a meeting with Batjer and Wilkening for October 21, 2015.  

A Radical Proposal 

Hon, Pahlka and Park knew that Batjer and Wilkening were eager to cast off old ways and decided to 

pull no punches at the meeting. They presented a simple argument. The waterfall RFP was “high-risk.” It 

called for “commercial-off-the-shelf software that required specific knowledge, skill, experience and 

certification that did not exist within the state personnel,” they warned. According to them, a host of 

issues plagued the proposal. Chiefly: 

 It required a complete solution delivered in a single stage instead of doing so iteratively to 
incorporate feedback; 

 It did not identify a single government entity as accountable for the final product but rather 
multiple committees; and  

 The counties’ social workers—the technology’s end-users—had no way to provide input into the 
design of the system at any point in its development. 

 
Instead, breaking up the procurement into modules could enable California to bid out pieces of the 

system separately, in a sequence, leading to a “faster, better and cheaper,” process, they claimed. An 

“iterative, user-centered” approach, where social workers and programmers collaborated in the design 

and testing of software, would move the state away from buying a single product delivered by a single 

vendor at a single point in time, to a continuous service that was rooted in a robust feedback 

mechanism. Further, instead of bidding for off-the-shelf software, the new system could be entirely 

authored in open-source software, they added. The trio concluded by saying that the case management 

system with its discrete activities such as intake, case management, licensing, court processing etc., 

would lend itself well to a modular, agile procurement model. This approach was already working for 

several federal government units added Park. (See Exhibit B for difference between waterfall and agile 

development methodologies and Exhibit C for the process of creating a new system in modules.) 

Batjer was blown away by the presentation. “Instantly, I thought this is what we should be doing,” 

she recalled. “We really needed to be worrying about the social worker delivering a good service to the 

good children of California. The other thing that was attractive was the notion of ‘fail fast.’ Agile allowed 

for testing right away, and if we failed, we could move on, fast. That was critically important and not 

antithetical to anything we do in state government. And the most mind-blowing, aha-moment was that 

we could do it in open source. Under waterfall we would have bought technology that could be as much 

as 10 years old and it would have been proprietary. And what are we left with? A lawsuit and frustrated 

end-users.”  

Wilkening too was drawn to the model. “They didn't come in pitching small changes to the RFP and 

just tweaking the waterfall process,” he said. “And I wasn't looking to make changes on the periphery 
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either. I was looking to redefine success. I wanted systems that made end-users’ jobs easier. I wanted a 

different relationship with vendors.”  

Despite their excitement, Batjer and Wilkening recognized they needed to tread lightly. First, they 

were running against time. In just a few weeks the traditional RFP was scheduled to “hit the street.” If 

they were going to break up the proposal into smaller modules, they needed to determine with absolute 

certainty that there were no legal, financial or other regulatory barriers preventing the state from doing 

so. Second and most important, they would need to convince partners across the state and in the 

counties to go along with them. 

Instinctively, Batjer knew she faced an uphill task with the Department of Technology. “I was 

concerned because of how hard they had worked on Stage Gate,” she said. “We hadn’t even completed 

that process yet and the state had already put in three years for the traditional RFP for Child Welfare 

Services.” Similarly, Wilkening would have to seek Lightbourne’s support to bring along the county 

partners, who had been vying for a new system for more than a decade, and would not take kindly to 

delays or unexpected changes so close to the release of the RFP. 

Perhaps politically too, the senior officials had to be careful. If the modular, agile approach failed to 

deliver on its promises, it would not only affect the reputations of those involved, but also reduce the 

chances that the state government would attempt other innovations around technology anytime soon.  

Even though California’s capitol Sacramento and the heart of tech innovation, Silicon Valley, are a 

little over 100 miles apart, they might as well be worlds away. “For those of us in government looking 

from the outside,” said Stuart Drown, Deputy Secretary for the Government Operations agency, “it looks 

like the Silicon Valley startup culture is going for broke. They are going to drive hard and come up with a 

killer app that's going to make a lot of money. They know there's risk and they know that a lot of people 

flop. But in government risk has systematically been driven out. The state does not have any tolerance 

for risk.” 
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Exhibit A: California State Organization Chart (relevant units only) 
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Exhibit B: Waterfall vs. Agile Development 
 
 

 
 

Source: Adapted from “Agile in a Nutshell,” available at: http://www.agilenutshell.com/agile_vs_waterfall.
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