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KEY POINTS

e State child welfare ombudsman offices serve as independent or semi-independent oversight
mechanisms for or within state child welfare systems.

e Asof April 2026, at least 45 states and the District of Columbia have some form of ombudsman or
ombudsman-type program that addresses children’s services generally or child welfare specifically.

e Models vary widely in level of independence, authority, and scope of function. Their most common
function is receiving, investigating, and resolving complaints or grievances. At the individual level,
they also share information with families and members of the public.

e States report varying levels of detail on their child welfare ombudsman offices, but in addition to
individual-level complaint investigation and information-sharing, they also typically facilitate
transparency and system learning opportunities by elevating patterns and trends observed across
cases, often offering system-level recommendations.

o Anecdotal information suggests that such recommendations sometimes influence policy,
procedural, and legislative reforms taken by other stakeholders.

o Some states have launched promising innovations and collaborations to try to drive results in
system learning, practice, and policy.

e Descriptive evidence suggests that state ombudsman offices demonstrate success at improving child
welfare processes and procedures through greater transparency, problem resolution, and system
learning.

e Ombudsman offices face limitations, including those related to authority, independence, resources,
and enforcement power over implementation of recommendations.

e Ombudsman offices play an important role in the broader state and federal oversight ecosystem,
which includes courts, inspectors general, the Child and Family Services Review (CFSR), and citizen
review panels. Ombudsmen offer the benefits of an independent avenue for complaints involving
legal compliance, fairness, and administrative practice and are accessible to families without legal
representation.

e States can benefit from considering how ombudsman functions can be leveraged to reduce burdens
on other oversight systems.

e While federal oversight mechanisms such as child fatality reviews and citizen review panels may play
a role in retrospective accountability, child welfare ombudsman offices offer a complementary
function by identifying patterns in complaints, near misses, and administrative breakdowns in real
time. This helps surface and address system risks earlier in the causal chain.
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BACKGROUND

Child welfare ombudsman offices offer citizens involved with the child welfare system the opportunity to voice
their concerns in a meaningful way and gain assistance in problem solving. The U.S. Ombudsman Association
characterizes ombudsman offices by their independence, authority to investigate complaints, ability to criticize
government agencies and recommend changes through public reports, and no enforcement or disciplinary
authority.! The ombudsman concept originated in Sweden, was first adopted in the U.S. public sector by
Hawaii in 1967, and began to specifically serve child welfare in Rhode Island in 1979.2

Some ombudsmen can investigate complaints across all state
agencies, but many are sector-specific, for example in child
welfare or long-term care. In child welfare systems, as with
other state agency systems, ombudsman offices have often
been created to address concerns about accountability,
transparency, and access to complaint resolution.
Ombudsman offices are often established by statute
following system failures such as high-profile child deaths,
litigation, or legislative concern about the treatment of
children and families.?

Ombudsman Best Practices

The U. S. Ombudsman Association

established a set of best practices

guidelines for ombudsman offices. They
should:

1.

Be independent: free from outside
control or influence.

NEARLY ALL STATES HAVE AN OMBUDSMAN 2. Beimpartial: Receive and review each
complaint in an objective and fair

OR OMBUDSMAN-TYPE ROLE, BUT THE ROLE IS manner, free from bias, and treat all

ESTABLISHED AND STRUCTURED DIFFERENTLY parties without favor or prejudice.

ACROSS STATES 3. Control confidentiality: Have the

There are at least 68 child welfare or children’s services prm!ege énd discretion to keep

ombudsman offices or offices with ombudsman-type confidential or release any

functions across 45 states and the District of Columbia, information related to a complaint or

though systematic and consistent counts are difficult due to investigation.

state variations in definitions and structures. 4. Create a credible review process of

There is no comprehensive list of ombudsman offices across
the country, so obtaining an exact count of all state
ombudsman offices is difficult. This review found three other
50-state scans completed since 2021: one in Minnesota,* one
in Idaho,® and one from the National Conference of State
Legislatures (NCSL).® Each scan identified a slightly different
number of ombudsman or ombudsman-type offices across a

complaints: Perform his or her
responsibilities in a manner that
engenders respect and confidence
and be accessible to all potential
complainants.

different array of states.' These differences appear to be based on the constantly changing landscape of these
offices and inclusion/exclusion decisions about type of office, type of activities, or population served. This
review was broadly inclusive of ombudsman or ombudsman-type offices as of April 2026, so reflects a greater
number of offices than other reviews. However, this review did not include complaint review or client services-
type offices if they did not provide sufficient detail to indicate they were serving in an ombudsman-type role.

" The Minnesota scan (2021) identified 51 ombudsman, ombudsman-type, or complaint offices across 49 states and Washington, D.C.
Idaho’s Office of Performance Evaluations (2024) identified 49 distinct ombudsman or ombudsman-type agencies across 39 states and
Washington, D.C. NCSL (2025) identified 45 ombudsman or ombudsman-type offices across 41 states, and did not include Washington
D.C. All three scans identified states with multiple or overlapping offices.
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As of this review in April 2026, there are at least 68 ombudsman or ombudsman-type offices across 45 states
and the District of Columbia. See the Appendix for a list of identified ombudsman or ombudsman-type offices
by state. In five states — Mississippi, Pennsylvania, South Dakota, Wisconsin, and Wyoming — our review did not
identify any ombudsman or ombudsman-type office, though some of these states have ombudsman-type
offices that function at the county or regional level. This is a frequently changing landscape, as evidenced by
changes since these prior reviews, such as new offices, as well as offices that have been relocated or renamed.

In addition to ombudsman offices at the state level, many counties also have their own ombudsman office. As
mentioned above, some states only have child welfare ombudsman-type functions at the county level due to
the operational structure of their child welfare systems. In states with county-administered child welfare
systems, primary responsibility for service delivery and case decision-making rests with county agencies, while
state agencies set policy and provide oversight. As a result, complaint resolution and ombudsman-type
functions may occur at the county level, with some states also maintaining a state-level office to provide
broader oversight or handle escalated concerns. There is no single ombudsman structure, so jurisdictions
develop systems that reflect their structure and needs.

Ombudsman offices sit as one part within a larger ecosystem of child welfare oversight, including executive
and legislative branch oversight, judicial and legal involvement, audits and compliance efforts, review bodies,

and external accountability.

Figure 1. Child Welfare Ombudsman Offices Exist Within the Child Welfare Oversight Ecosystem

: Governor, State Legislatures & Congress, County Executives & Commissioners, Tribal
Executive & |NeleE s
Legislative » Set policy and funding

\/ Courts, Attorneys, CASA/GAL, Plaintiff Counsel, Tribal Courts

Judicial & > Decide cases and enforce law

\Legal/
\/ Child Welfare Ombudsman Offices, Offices of the Child Advocate

Ombudsman | > Investigate complaints and identify system issues

v State Auditor, GAO, Inspector General, Federal Administration for Children and

Audit & Families, Court-appointed Monitors
» Monitor compliance and performance

Compliance

\/ Citizen Review Panels, Child Fatality Review Panels

Review > Analyze trends and outcomes

External
Accountability

Media, Advocacy Organizations, Watchdogs, Private Philanthropy
> Drive public accountability

Oversight is distributed across multiple layers of authority, with overlapping roles spanning policy, legal
decision-making, investigation, and public accountability. Child welfare ombudsman offices operate across
and between these layers, addressing issues that fall outside formal legal or compliance pathways.
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Across states, most ombudsman offices are established by statute but placed in different parts of
government depending on the states’ needs and approach.

The majority of offices are established by statute. In a few cases, the ombudsman office was initially
established by executive order and subsequently enshrined in statute. Ombudsman offices are generally public
sector offices located in the executive branch, legislative branch, or as external commissions. In one instance
(Maine), statute directs the Governor’s office to contract with a non-profit. Placement can determine access to
relevant data, records, and reports, which has significant impact on activities carried out by ombudsmen and
thus their effectiveness.

There are five common structural models that reflect varying degrees of independence.

Drawing from the NCSL” and Idaho® 50-state scans, child welfare ombudsman offices generally fall into five
categories:

Independent, autonomous agencies with child welfare-specific oversight.

Offices housed within but autonomous from the state child welfare agency.

General state ombudsman offices that oversee all executive agencies, including child welfare.
Non-independent offices embedded within child welfare agencies.

Related or ombudsman-like programs serving specific populations or issue areas intersecting with
child welfare (e.g., foster youth-specific offices).

uhewN e

Thus, the level of independence varies substantially across child welfare ombudsman offices. Child advocates
have noted that independence is one of the most important characteristics of an office because it allows for
authority and credibility.? If an office is located in the organization it purports to oversee, this may interfere
with the office’s ability to effectively and transparently conduct reviews and respond to citizen complaints.°

Figure 2. Structural Models of Ombudsman Offices that Reflect Varying Degrees of Independence

32 (47%)
10 (15%) 9 (13%)
0,
6 (9%) 7 (10%)

. 4 (6%)
Oversight of all Independent, Operates within Non-independent, Complaint Related or other
agencies autonomous but independent established within resolution/client statutory
agency with CW of state CW CW agency services ombudsman-like
oversight agency program

While performing the same roles, office names may vary by state. Some offices use the term ombudsman,
while others are called child advocates. A few states use the term inspector general, for example, the Illinois
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Department of Children and Family Services Office of the Inspector General and the Office of the Inspector
General of Nebraska Child Welfare."

In addition to — or in place of — a child welfare ombudsman office, a small number of states have constituent
complaint or concern offices. For example, North Carolina has a Child Welfare Services Constituent Concerns
Office and Vermont has a Department for Children and Families Consumer Concerns Team. In general,
complaint or concern offices do not have the same authorities or scopes of function as an ombudsman office.'

Many states have multiple ombudsman offices with different structural models. For example, Arizona has a
general state ombudsman office that oversees all executive agencies, and the Arizona Department of Child
Safety (DCS) has a DCS Office of the Ombudsman embedded within the agency.

The population served — and who can submit complaints — depends on the ombudsman model in each
specific state.

The population served depends on the type of structural ombudsman model. General state ombudsman
offices serve all citizens of the state — meaning any citizen can raise a concern about how the child welfare
system, or any other agency, is functioning. General ombudsman offices may have dedicated staff for child
welfare issues.

State ombudsman offices that focus specifically on child welfare often accept complaints from those involved
in the child welfare system, such as parents, grandparents, foster parents, attorneys, child protection
professionals, mental health providers, medical professionals, and/or youth in foster care. Complaints
submitted to these offices that do not relate to the child welfare system may be considered out of jurisdiction
and are usually referred to the appropriate office for information and/or assistance.

There are three states with offices designed to serve specific subpopulations within the child welfare system.
In Florida, the Children’s Ombudsman serves youth or young adults in Florida’s child welfare system. New
York’s Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS) Office of the Ombudsman (OOTO) works only with youth
who have been adjudicated by Family Court or Criminal Court and who reside at various residential placement
facilities or county detention and does not handle foster care cases. Nevada’s Children’s Advocate for Missing
and Exploited Children focuses specifically on that population.

CHILD WELFARE OMBUDSMEN MOST COMMONLY INVESTIGATE COMPLAINTS AND
ENGAGE IN RELATED ACTIVITIES SUCH AS INFORMATION-SHARING AND DEVELOPING
RECOMMENDATIONS TO IMPROVE CHILD WELFARE POLICY AND PRACTICE

One of the primary functions of a child welfare ombudsman is investigating and resolving complaints or
grievances. In general, people can contact an ombudsman office to pursue complaints in multiple ways. Most
states have online reporting mechanisms, and complaints are also accepted through phone calls, emails, or in-
person visits.

i This review only included Inspector General offices that explicitly perform the functions of a child welfare ombudsman. This review
did not include all Inspector General offices.

it This review included complaint or concern offices if they included sufficient detail to indicate they provide the complaint review
function of an ombudsman; we did not include offices if the available information was limited to how to contact the office.
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Some ombudsmen’s offices have policies in place dictating time limits on case resolution from the time the
complaint is received to closure. Usually 45, 60, or 90 days, the time frame includes checking eligibility,
screening for relevance, review and/or investigation, findings, and case closure.

Ombudsman offices identify trends across complaints and use findings to share information with policymakers
and other stakeholders, as well as to recommend policy or practice changes to improve services and address
policy gaps or barriers. Ombudsman offices can also provide training and conduct public education with
community partners, including schools, provider agencies, police departments, and foster parents to raise

awareness of services.

A few state child welfare ombudsman
offices have additional authorities that
expand their scope and reach, but these
activities are far less common.

Consistent with the U.S. Ombudsman
Association guidelines, almost no state
offices have direct enforcement power.
Four offices (in Delaware, Nevada, Rhode
Island, Virginia) provide legal services,
such as filing lawsuits on behalf of
children. Some offices (e.g., in Idaho and
New Hampshire) have explicit authority
to respond to complaints from youth in
residential or congregate care facilities.
Other offices can monitor licensed
residential or congregate care facilities,

Most Common Functions of Child Welfare Ombudsman
Offices

Receiving, investigating, and attempting to resolve
complaints or grievances

Providing information and referrals to individuals in need
of assistance

Conducting trainings for government and community-
based child welfare professionals and providing public
education

Identifying issues and trends across complaints and
advocating for system-level improvements

Making policy recommendations to agencies, legislatures,
and governors

and a few offices are statutorily required to conduct child fatality reviews.

Some offices provide training and technical assistance to build capacity, such as providing training to child
welfare system professionals, and coordinate child welfare-related activities.'! For example, Rhode Island’s
Office of the Child Advocate provides training and technical assistance to Guardians ad Litem (GAL) and Court
Appointed Special Advocates (CASA), and ombudsman offices in Alaska, West Virginia, and Washington D.C.

present to citizen review panels.

ACROSS STATES, CHILD WELFARE OMBUDSMAN OFFICES REPORT VARYING LEVELS
OF DETAIL, BUT GENERALLY REPORT INCREASING TRANSPARENCY, RESOLVING
COMPLAINTS, SHARING INFORMATION WITH INDIVIDUALS, AND DEVELOPING
SYSTEM-LEVEL FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

State annual reports typically enhance transparency by reporting quantitative data, though not every state
publishes a report, and reports vary widely in level of detail.

Most available quantitative data on ombudsman’s offices comes from state annual reports. In their annual
reports, state ombudsman offices consistently report the number of complaints received. Across the most
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recent publicly available report reviewed (ranging from 2021 to 2026), state child welfare ombudsman offices

received between 82 (Idaho) and 1,581 complaints (Ohio)."

Some states also report a broader number of overall contacts that include general inquiries or requests for
referrals, while others do not distinguish between these types of contacts and complaints. This makes direct
comparisons between state reports difficult. To some extent, number of complaints received reflects the
overall jurisdiction of the ombudsman office. Offices that accept complaints from a more narrow range of
complainants (e.g., foster youth only) might have fewer complaints than broader youth and family

ombudsman offices or government-wide ombudsman offices.

There is wide variation in how states report the number of complaints received. Some states report only a
total number of complaints received in a calendar or fiscal year. Other states provide additional but varying
levels of detail. Detailed information can include complaints broken down by month in which the complaint is
received, means by which the complaint is received (e.g., telephone, mail, email, fax, in-person visit), county of
complainant, complainant role, type of concern, action taken, rate and type of closures/resolutions, length of

time cases were open, and more.

In states reporting complainant data, parents are most commonly the complainants. Other relatives
(particularly grandparents), foster parents, and child welfare professionals also frequently contact ombudsmen
for assistance. Other details can include information about budget and other statutorily required functions,
such as child fatality reviews or reviews of state or county residential care facilities.

This review did not locate a recent annual report in every state that has a child welfare ombudsman or
ombudsman-type office, though some of these states share key information through alternatives to annual
reports, such as quarterly reports or newsletters. Reports were not located for 11 states."

Qualitative findings from state annual reports and other
assessments indicate that, at the individual level,
ombudsman offices receive and resolve individual
complaints and increase transparency and communication
through information-sharing with families and the public.

Most states describe only a small subset of complaints, rather
than a comprehensive or detailed list of all or most
complaints received. For example, some feature success
stories or quotes from foster parents, guardians, fictive kin, or
others. Other states summarize the recommendations or
actions taken in follow-up for each complaint listed.

Of state offices that publish annual reports, only a minority
(14) report the number or percentage of complaints that are
resolved. Some of these offices report which cases were
resolved through referrals, mediation, or information
provision. Some report on timeliness of closure or case
duration. Some offer more detailed information on
investigation outcomes, including the number of complaints

Transparency in Reporting

Massachusetts’ Office of the Child
Advocate developed an online
dashboard to make report data more
accessible and interactive.

Missouri’s Office of the Child Advocate
reports measures of timeliness not
required by statute, such as initial
response time, time frame for
completing new reviews, and time
allotment for completing
unsubstantiated reviews.

v For the purposes of this brief, we focus on number of complaints, rather than number of overall inquiries, information requests, or
requests for referrals. For states that have a general ombudsman office that oversees all executive branch agencies, we looked only at
the reported number of complaints for the agency providing child welfare services.

v Florida, Kentucky, Maryland, Mississippi, Nevada, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, North Carolina, Wisconsin, or Wyoming
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that were substantiated, unsubstantiated, or inconclusive. Some go further and report the number of
recommendations made and agency changes implemented based on complaints and investigations.

All complaints do not require investigations. Some are resolved at the individual level through information
sharing, mediation, or referrals. For example, Arizona’s Citizens Aide Ombudsman provides coaching services
that can include defining issues and rights, identifying options, referring people to the appropriate employee
or department, redirecting citizens to other services, explaining agency policies, researching information,
offering conflict management strategies, and setting reasonable expectations.'? To demonstrate the
effectiveness of these approaches, Kansas’ Office of the Child Advocate (OCA) reports that 23 cases achieved a
positive outcome through existing agency processes, noting that the “mere presence of an OCA inquiry
encourages agencies to expedite their own solutions.”*3

Barriers to accessing information and resource constraints can limit the office’s ability to fully investigate and
resolve complaints. Arkansas Office of the Child Welfare Ombudsman, for example, reports being unable to
access court documents despite ombudsman legislation, making investigation much more difficult and time
consuming.* Case study interviews with child welfare ombudsmen indicated that some offices de-prioritize
complaint investigation and management due to resource constraints, focusing their limited resources instead
on the broader systemic initiatives that arise from the complaints received.®

Many ombudsmen’s offices have transparency and communication strategies to share information to ensure
the public and foster-involved families are aware of and can benefit from their services. For example, Texas
conducted outreach in every region and even in neighboring states where Texas youth were placed.® Virginia
supported legislation that amended the statutes governing the ombudsman to increase awareness of and
access to ombudsman services for youth in foster care.’

In addition to individual-level work, state annual reports
usually identify recurring policy and practice issues and Common Types of Ombudsman
outline recommendations that focus on systems-level Recommendations
opportunities or trends.

e Policy and practice improvements
Some individual-level complaints result in formal findings or e Staff training and supervision
recommendations aimed at improving agency practice,
strengthening accountability, or addressing policy gaps that
affect children and families involved in the child welfare

enhancements

e Data system and documentation

system. Recommendations from child welfare ombudsman improvements
offices usually fall into several broad categories aimed at e Oversight and coordination
strengthening agency practice, improving oversight, and reforms

addre55|.n.g p.ollcy and.practlce.challenges that affect children e Youth and family engagement
and families involved in the child welfare system.

Many recommendations focus on agency policy and practice improvements, such as revising policies and
procedures, reinforcing safety planning protocols, and improving documentation and investigation practices.

Ombudsman offices frequently recommend enhanced training and supervision for child welfare staff,
particularly in areas such as conducting investigations, documenting evidence, responding to emergencies, and
addressing complex issues such as child-on-child harm or children with special needs.

Offices often call for improvements to information systems and data access, including modernizing case
management systems, expanding staff access to relevant databases, and strengthening mechanisms for
monitoring compliance with agency policies.
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Another common set of recommendations centers on improving oversight, communication, and transparency

within child welfare systems. Ombudsman offices may recommend statutory or administrative changes to

improve coordination among agencies (such as partnerships with law enforcemen

t8 or other service

providers), to clarify oversight authority, and to ensure more consistent standards across regions.

Many recommendations also seek to improve youth and family
engagement, including ensuring that children in foster care are
informed of their rights, encouraging child welfare agencies to
provide contact information for ombudsman offices to families
and caregivers, expanding supports for youth transitioning out of
care, and strengthening policies related to visitation, confinement
practices,'® and access to education.

These recommendations are aimed at a variety of
decisionmakers, often including caseworkers and supervisors, as
well as state staff, legislators, child welfare agency leadership,
data managers, and others. For example, Oklahoma’s
ombudsman office produces an Annual Legislative Report on Child
Welfare Grievances,?® Oregon’s ombudsman program has policies
in place designating that significant recommendations of global
importance will be shared with the Governor’s Office,?! and
Rhode Island’s OCA has provided recommendations to the State
Department of Education on attendance policies that cause
unintended consequences for students in state care.?

How Ombudsman Offices Drive
System Change

Informing legislative reforms
(youth bills of rights, mandatory
reporting changes)

Updating agency policy and
practice guidelines

Triggering independent audits or
system reviews

Elevating recurring issues across
cases to policymakers

Tracking and revisiting prior
recommendations to monitor
progress

RECOMMENDATIONS AND ACTIVITIES BY CHILD WELFARE OMBUDSMAN OFFICES

MAY LEAD TO POLICY AND PRACTICE CHANGES

Given that almost no states have enforcement authority,
implementation of any recommendations depends on awareness,
actionability, and buy-in by other stakeholders. Anecdotally, state
annual reports often outline examples of the ombudsman office’s
role in broader reforms, though more systematic or causal
research is needed to evaluate legislative, policy, or
administrative changes as a result of recommendations from state
ombudsman offices.

Some state reports refer back to recommendations made in prior
year reports and discuss progress toward those
recommendations. For example, lllinois’ 2025 Annual Report
details that the Department of Children and Families
implemented 42 of the 61 recommendations made in Fiscal Year
2024 and has submitted an implementation plan for the pending
19 recommendations.? Similarly, Kansas’ 2025 Annual Report
revisits three recommendations made in the 2024 report,
provides a 2025 update on the actions taken in response to those

recommendations, and identifies future steps in “2026 & Beyond.”?*

Identified Limitations of
Ombudsman Offices

Limited or no enforcement
authority

Resource and staffing constraints
Variable independence across
models

Inconsistent access to data and
records

Reliance on voluntary
implementation of
recommendations
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In some cases, ombudsman investigations lead to broader legislative or system-level reforms, such as the
development of youth bills of rights, changes to mandatory reporting laws, or independent reviews of safety
assessment tools. In Colorado, the Office of the Child Protection Ombudsman (CPO) has contributed to the
development and passage of two pieces of legislation: 1) working directly with youth, a bill that expanded CPO
jurisdiction to include youth residing in residential care facilities and youth centers, and 2) a bill requiring third-
party audits of safety and risk assessment tools used to determine whether a child will be removed from their
home.?* In Massachusetts, the Child Advocate supported legislation that prevented unnecessary child welfare
investigations of newborns who were born substance-exposed, in situations where the parent was prescribed
the medication by a physician to treat a mental health or substance use disorder, and when there was no
additional cause for child abuse or neglect.?® Utah’s Child Protection Ombudsman updated their practice
guideline definition of emotional abuse to align with the definition in Utah’s policy code.?’

Figure 3. Some Innovations and Partnerships by Ombudsman Offices Show Promise for Better Engaging
Young People and Other Partners and Driving System Responsiveness

Building Cross-System

Elevating Youth Voice Driving System Reform :
Partnerships
Involves youth experience and Identifies systemic gaps and .
expertise in oversight translates them into action Connects oversight to

implementation

Colorado: Created a Youth LElCE Pgrtnered with
state agencies to develop a

Collective that engages New Hampshire: Used Youth Residential Bill of
young people with the System Review Rights that leverages
experience in child welfare Mapping* process to
to advocate for their needs identify complex system
and perspectives.?® issues that led to
proposed legislative
changes, including
improving info sharing
across multidisciplinary Michigan: Participates in
teams, updating abuse cross-agency state,
and neglect definitions, national, administrative,
and expanding mandatory and judicial bodes to
training requirements.° influence policy and
practice.3?

Ombudsman
understanding from
investigating complaints.3"

Ohio: Ombudsman
participates in Youth
Advisory Board meetings to
hear directly from youth
about their experiences.?®

*System Review Mapping uses a Safety Science review process that helps create change at the systems level without
shame or judgment, promotes increased accountability and public trust, and cultivates a responsive system.

OVERALL, EVALUATIONS OF CHILD WELFARE OMBUDSMAN OFFICES DEMONSTRATE
SUCCESS AT IMPROVING CHILD WELFARE PROCESSES AND PROCEDURES

This review found four publicly available program evaluation or audit reports that focused on ombudsman or
ombudsman-type offices. These reports focused on process outcomes, or the extent to which the office met its
statutory requirements.
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Overall, audits in Massachusetts®? and Connecticut?* found total compliance with policies and procedures. In
Connecticut, the audit described performance as “stellar,” noting the accomplishments achieved despite the
mismatch between the breadth of statutory responsibilities and the resources the office has received from the
state.

The audits both produced recommendations to enhance the effectiveness of the office. In Massachusetts, the
audit recommended that the OCA be provided with more information regarding sexual abuse of children. In
Connecticut, the audit recommended funding for additional positions to address the mismatch between
resources and responsibilities described above. The audit also recommended amending the state law to assure
OCA independence. Specifically, the audit described that OCA’s structure is different than other state
government accountability offices that operate independently (e.g., Freedom of Information Act or FOIA)
because it only has a bipartisan Advisory Committee with limited authority to ensure independence. The audit
noted the importance of not only ensuring the office can operate independently, but that it is viewed as
operating independently.

A program evaluation in Minnesota®® found that few foster youth accessed the services of the Office of the
Ombudsperson for Families (OBFF). The evaluation issued three recommendations for reform to better serve
youth in foster care: 1) Establish a Foster Youth Ombudsperson within the Minnesota OBFF; 2) Establish a
Foster Youth Ombudsperson within the Minnesota Governor’s Offices; and 3) Establish a Foster Youth
Ombudsperson within a Non-Governmental Community Organization. Minnesota has since established an
Office of the Foster Youth Ombudsperson (OOFY).

In Ohio, the Overcoming Hurdles in Ohio Youth Advisory Board (OHIO YAB) conducted an evaluation of the
Youth and Family Ombudsmen Office.3® The evaluation report commends the Ombudsman and Assistant
Ombudsman for their approach to investigate youth-related concerns, and identifies ongoing issues with
various parts of the system that are not responsive to youth needs or where progress has been slow.

Overall, key takeaways from these audits focus on constraints on staff resources, the importance of
independence on perceived credibility, and how limitations in authority can interfere with the ability of an
ombudsman office to function successfully. Specifically:
e Constraints on staff resources may limit the ability of an ombudsman office to focus on certain priority
populations or topics, and instead direct offices to focus on a narrow set of core functions.
¢ Independence of the state ombudsman office affects perceived credibility and the weight and
attention that external stakeholders like legislators and agency leadership place on recommendations
the office develops.
e Limitations in authority, including access to information and data, limit the ability of ombudsman
offices to fully understand an issue, resolve individual-level complaints, and develop system-level
recommendations.

There are opportunities to enhance the research and evaluation of child welfare ombudsman effectiveness.

Most evidence of effectiveness of child welfare ombudsman offices is descriptive and process-oriented, and
the ability to draw conclusions about effectiveness varies by state. In part, this may reflect the lack of a
national, standardized evaluation framework. Not all states publish an annual report, and states that do
publish annual reports present different information with a range of detail.

Implementation of recommendations is often voluntary, inconsistently tracked, and inconsistently reported
within and across states. Many state reports describe the number of complaints resolved or the amount of
time to case resolution, while a smaller number of states report individual case outcomes or broader systems-
level outcomes.
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There is very little peer-reviewed research on child welfare ombudsman overall, the majority of which comes
from other countries. In the United States, this review found one article from 1999 on the initial establishment
and implementation of an ombudsman’s office in Michigan,3” a 2007 paper on applying international
approaches to ombudsman in the United States foster care system,® and a small body of work by O’Neill
beginning with a dissertation in 2011.3°

Causally linking complaint resolution and recommendation identification to broader child welfare outcomes
like child safety and permanency would be difficult methodologically, and it can also be challenging to assess
the effectiveness of an ombudsman office when relying only on self-reported data.?® However, results like
learning, behavioral change, or other system changes could be assessed more rigorously. A more robust
research and evaluation framework or a more consistent reporting structure would enable further
demonstration of the effectiveness of the child welfare ombudsman.

As a comparison, the long-term care ombudsman program conducts similar functions but is administered at
the national level, provides training and technical assistance through a national resource center, and
requires standardized reporting of activities and performance.

The Long-Term Care (LTC) Ombudsman Program, is an independent, consumer protection service that directly
serves individuals residing in LTC facilities, including nursing homes, board and care, and assisted living
facilities.*%? Unlike the array of state-driven child welfare ombudsman’s offices, it is formally administered by
the Administration for Community Living (ACL) in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, and
operates in all states, Washington, D.C., Puerto Rico, and Guam.*

Each of the 53 participating states and territories operates an Office of the State Long-Term Care Ombudsman,
directed statewide by a full-time State LTC Ombudsman. States have some flexibility in how they structure
their programs, so there is some variation regarding centralization and where each office is housed; however,
the majority of states (30 states) house the office within the State Unit on Aging or another state government
agency (11 states).*

The primary function of the Ombudsman is to respond to complaints lodged by LTC facility residents and their
families or friends. In some instances, the Ombudsman may open a case as the complainant based on their
own observations. LTC Ombudsmen represent the interests of involved residents by investigating and resolving
complaints, including by providing information to residents and seeking administrative or legal remedies for
the complaint. Additional responsibilities — similar to the role of most child welfare ombudsman’s offices — of
State LTC Ombudsman programs include: advocacy for laws, regulations, and policies that protect residents’
health, safety, welfare, and rights; education of consumers and the public on LTC-related issues, concerns, and
policies; and, promotion and support of citizen organizations and resident and family councils.*>4¢47

ACL administers the program through the Office of Long-Term Care Ombudsman Programs, which advocate at
the federal level, provide funding to and evaluating state programs, approve relevant provisions in State Plans
on Aging, and administer the National Ombudsman Resource Center (NORC), which primarily provides training
and technical assistance to State LTC Ombudsman Programs.%®4°

Unlike the more state-specific reporting approaches of child welfare ombudsman’s offices, ACL also
administers the National Ombudsman Reporting System (NORS), to which Ombudsman programs report
activities and outcomes such as complaints received, investigated, and resolved; education efforts; facility
visits; and examples of systems issues.>°

In 2025, LTC Ombudsman programs received nearly 202,000 complaints, and Ombudsmen resolved or partially
resolved 73%. They provided over 611,000 instances of information and assistance to residents and their
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families and over 180,000 instances to LTC facility staff. LTC Ombudsman programs also conducted over 3,600
training sessions to facilities and participated in over 22,000 resident council meetings. They carried out facility
visits at least quarterly to 72 percent of all nursing homes and 28 percent of all board and care homes.>>?

There is also limited evidence of effectiveness in LTC Ombudsman programs, though there has been more
research than on child welfare ombudsmen. An early formative evaluation found that overall, the LTC
ombudsman program provides a vital service and improved the system of LTC services by supporting the
health, safety, rights, and welfare of LTC residents.>®* One study found that increases in funding for LTC
ombudsman programs were associated with improved nursing home resident care (just over a 1% decrease
each in share of residents receiving antipsychotics and subjected to physical restraints).>* Surveys indicate that
LTC ombudsmen overwhelmingly report effective working relationships with key partners, with regular
presence in LTC facilities and positive working relationships with facility staff as key contributing factors.>®
However, LTC ombudsmen frequently report difficulty meeting all of the federal mandates due to insufficient
financial and staffing resources.

CONCLUSION

Child welfare ombudsman offices are now a common feature of state child welfare oversight in the majority of
states but remain highly heterogeneous, with varying levels of independence, and statutorily defined functions
and responsibilities. Overall, child welfare ombudsman offices’ primary function is investigating and resolving
individual-level complaints. For this function, they offer families and the public an avenue to have their voices
heard and share information directly with individuals, increasing transparency and communication. Office
resources and public awareness of the office help shape the ability to execute these functions.

Another critical value of child welfare ombudsman offices is to look across individual-level cases to identify
trends and make system-level recommendations for external stakeholders aimed at improving practice and
policy. The offices’ independence and credibility may influence the attention and value such stakeholders place
on these recommendations and the extent to which they follow through on them.

The few evaluations conducted of child welfare ombudsman offices have identified success at improving child
welfare processes and functions. A more robust research and evaluation framework that goes beyond
descriptive, self-reported data could enhance the ability to assess effectiveness, for example, through the use
of standardized metrics and more consistent tracking of recommendation implementation across states.

There are opportunities to learn from how other sectors, like long-term care, have approached the
ombudsman role. Through the National Ombudsman Reporting System (NORS), all state LTC ombudsman
offices report the same performance metrics, which allows for direct comparison across states. In addition to
the NORS, the LTC ombudsman program also created a state-to-state network and a resource center that
provides training and technical assistance, helps to share best practices, and avoid redundancies in systems.

State child welfare ombudsman offices play an important role in the broader state and federal oversight
ecosystem, which includes courts, inspectors general, the Child and Family Services Review (CFSR), and citizen
review panels, among others. Ombudsman’s offices offer the benefits of an independent avenue for
complaints outside the child welfare agency that can increase transparency and public reporting, and the
ability to identify and surface systemic issues that may not be readily apparent in case-level oversight. Unlike
courts and inspectors general, ombudsman’s offices are accessible to families without legal representation,
they address informal complaints and communication breakdowns, and they can focus on fairness and
administrative practice, not just legal compliance. They also provide an opportunity to elevate youth and
family perspectives in policy discussions.
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The CFSR is a periodic review of state child welfare systems, designed to ensure conformity with federal child
welfare requirements, determine what is actually happening to children and families when they engage in
child welfare services, and assist states in helping children and families achieve positive safety, permanency,
and well-being outcomes.*® Coordination between the ombudsman office and the CFSR process could help to
link ombudsman activities to child welfare outcomes, or could alleviate the need for certain CFSR processes.

The Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act (CAPTA) requires states who accept CAPTA funding to establish
citizen review panels® that evaluate the extent to which each state is fulfilling its child protection
responsibilities in accordance with its state plan. This involves examining the policies, procedures, and
practices of state and local child protection agencies and reviewing specific cases where applicable. Each panel
must prepare an annual report that makes recommendations to improve the child protection system at state
and local levels. While some ombudsman offices participate in the state’s citizen review panel, this is not a
requirement across all states. Further research should explore where citizen review panels and ombudsman
offices are duplicative and complimentary.

States can benefit from thinking further about how these functions can most efficiently and effectively
complement each other. Intentional and proactive information-sharing and collaboration — for example the
work done by the ombudsman’s offices described above that present takeaways from their work to the state’s
citizen review panel, GAL, and/or CASA colleagues — could make processes both more efficient and more
effective. The informal resolutions offered by ombudsman’s offices can reduce burdens on formal systems like
courts, inspectors general, CFSR, and citizen review panels by resolving issues through mediation or
clarification and preventing escalation to litigation or formal appeals, potentially reducing duplication
downstream by resolving issues early. Working together, these oversight mechanisms can offer resolution to
families and improve policies and processes within the child welfare system.

As federal and state oversight systems continue to evolve, there is an opportunity to more intentionally
leverage ombudsman offices as upstream complements to existing mechanisms by identifying and addressing
systemic risks before they result in the most severe outcomes. Strengthening coordination between
ombudsman offices and formal oversight processes may improve overall system responsiveness while reducing
reliance on retrospective reviews.
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APPENDIX.

Table 1. State Ombudsman or Ombudsman-Type Offices, May 2026.

Agency Name

Alabama Department of Human

NCSL Typology

Complaint resolution/client

Most Recent
Annual Report

Alabama Resources, Administrative Hearings . . n/a
A services office
Division
Alaska Ombudsman Over_5|gh.t of al! gove.rnmental 2024
agencies, including child welfare
Department of Family and
Community Services, Office of Complaint resolution/client n/a
Children’s Services Complaint services office
Process
Ombudsman Citizen’s Aide Office Over.5|gh.t of al! governmental 2025
agencies, including child welfare
Department of Child Safety Office Non-independent, established
s . n/a
of the Ombudsman within the child welfare agency
Office of the Child Welfare Independent, autonomous agency 5023
Ombudsman with child welfare oversight
Rel h
Office of the Juvenile Ombudsman elated or ot ‘er statutory n/a
ombudsman-like program
Foster Care Ombudsperson Operates Wlthl.n but autonomous 2023
. . of the state child welfare agency
California : .
Office of Youth and Community Related or other statutory
. . 2024
Restoration Ombudsperson ombudsman-like program
Office of the Child Protection Independent, autonomous agency
Ombudsman with child welfare oversight 2025
Office of the Child Advocate Independer\t, autonomous égency 2025
with child welfare oversight
Connecticut Department of Children and . . .
. ) . Complaint resolution/client
Families Office of Community . . n/a
. services office
Relations
Delaware Office of the Child Advocate Independept, autonomous fagency 2025
with child welfare oversight
District of Office of the Ombudsman for Independent, autonomous agency 5025
Columbia Children with child welfare oversight
Children’s Ombudsman N.on'-lndepen‘dent, established n/a
within the child welfare agency
Department of Children and I
s ) Operates within but autonomous
Families Office of the Inspector . n/a
of the state child welfare agency
General
Georgia Office of the Child Advocate Independe.nt, autonomous fagency 2026
with child welfare oversight
Office of the Ombudsman Over_5|gh.t of al! gove.rnmental 2025
agencies, including child welfare
Health and Social Services Independent, autonomous agency 5025
Ombudsman with child welfare oversight
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Department of Children and Family

Operates within but autonomous

Services Office of the Inspector . 2025
of the state child welfare agency
General
Department of Children and Family Non-independent, established
. . s . n/a
Services Advocacy Office within the child welfare agency
Department of Child Services Independent, autonomous agency 5024
Ombudsman Bureau with child welfare oversight
Office of Ombudsman Over_5|gh.t of al! gove.rnmental 2025
agencies, including child welfare
Office of the Child Advocate Independe.nt, autonomous .agency 2025
with child welfare oversight
Department for Children and Complaint resolution/client n/a
Families Office of Client Services services office
Kentuck Commonwealth Office of the Independent, autonomous agency n/a
v Ombudsman with child welfare oversight
Child Ombudsman Independer\t, autonomous .agency 2026
.. with child welfare oversight
Louisiana Oversight of all governmental
Office of State Inspector General . & . . & . n/a
agencies, including child welfare
Children’s Ombudsman Independe.nt, autonomous .agency 2025
with child welfare oversight
Resource Parent Ombudsman Operates Wlthl.n but autonomous n/a
Marviand of the state child welfare agency
y Department of Human Services Complaint resolution/client ke
Office of Constituent Experience services office
Office of the Child Advocate Independe.nt, autonomous agency 2025
with child welfare oversight
Massachusetts . I
Department of Children and Operates within but autonomous n/a
Families Ombudsman of the state child welfare agency
Office of the Child Advocate Independer\t, autonomous égency 2025
with child welfare oversight
Office of the Ombudsperson for Independent, autonomous agency
. . . . 2023
Families with child welfare oversight
Ombudsperson for Youth Inde[:?ende.nt, autonomous agency 2025
with child welfare oversight
Office of the Ombudsperson for Independent, autonomous agency .
. . - . . . 2026"
American Indian Families with child welfare oversight
. . Independent, autonomous agency
Office of the Child Advocate . . . 2023
with child welfare oversight
Office of the Child and Family Independent, autonomous agency
. . . 2025
Ombudsman with child welfare oversight
Public Counsel Over'5|gh't of al! gove!’nmental 2025
agencies, including child welfare
Nebraska )
Office of Inspector General of Independent, autonomous agency 5025
Nebraska Child Welfare with child welfare oversight
i No annual reports were available, but the Office publishes quarterly reports.
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Children’s Advocate for Missing or
Exploited Children
Division of Child and Family
Services Systems Advocate
Department of Health and Human

New Services Office of the Ombudsman
Hampshire

Nevada

Office of the Child Advocate

Department of Children and

New Jersey Families Office of Advocacy

Office of the Child Advocate

Children, Youth, and Families
Department Office of Constituent
Affairs
Office of Children and Family
Services Office of the Ombudsman
Child Welfare Services Constituent
Complaint Office
Health and Human Services Client
Rights and Appeals
Youth and Family Ombudsman
Office

New York

North Carolina

North Dakota

Office of Client Advocacy

Oklahoma Oklahoma Commission on Children

and Youth
Governor’s Advocacy
Office/Oregon Department of
Human Services Ombudsman
Program
Governor’s Advocacy
Office/Oregon Department of
Human Services Foster Care
Ombudsman
Pennsylvania --

Rhode Island Office of the Child Advocate

SN [IEW Department of Children’s Advocacy

South Dakota --

Commission on Children and Youth
Ombudsman for Children and
Families
Ombudsman for Children and
Youth in Foster Care

Tennessee

Texas

Related or other statutory
ombudsman-like program
Non-independent, established
within the child welfare agency
Operates within but autonomous
of the state child welfare agency
Independent, autonomous agency
with child welfare oversight
Non-independent, established
within the child welfare agency
Independent, autonomous agency
with child welfare oversight

Non-independent, established
within the child welfare agency

Related or other statutory
ombudsman-like program
Complaint resolution/client
services office
Complaint resolution/client
services office
Operates within but autonomous
of the state child welfare agency
Independent, autonomous agency
with child welfare oversight
Independent, autonomous agency
with child welfare oversight

Operates within but autonomous
of the state child welfare agency

Operates within but autonomous
of the state child welfare agency

Independent, autonomous agency
with child welfare oversight
Independent, autonomous agency
with child welfare oversight

Independent, autonomous agency
with child welfare oversight

Non-independent, established
within the child welfare agency

n/a
n/a
n/a
2024
n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a
2024
2024

2024

2024

2024

2025

2024

2021

2025

Vil The Oklahoma Office of Client Advocacy and the Oklahoma Commission on Children and Youth collaborate on annual reporting.
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Department of Family and

Operates within but autonomous

Protective Services Office of . n/a
. of the state child welfare agency
Consumer Affairs
Office of the Child Protection Independent, autonomous agency
Utah . . . 2023
Ombudsman with child welfare oversight
Office of the Child, Youth, and Independent, autonomous agency
. . . . 2025
Vermont Family Advocate with child welfare oversight
Department for Children and Non-independent, established n/a
Families Consumer Concerns Team within the child welfare agency
.. Office of the Children’s Independent, autonomous agency
Ombudsman with child welfare oversight 2025
Washington Office of the Family and Children’s Independe.nt, autonomous .agency 5025
Ombuds with child welfare oversight
Foster Care Ombudsman Independer\t, autonomous dsency 2025
West Virginia with child welfare oversight
g Office of Constituent Services Client Non-independent, established n/a
Services Unit within the child welfare agency
MAY 2026 ISSUE BRIEF 21



U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES

Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation
200 Independence Avenue SW, Mailstop 447D
Washington, D.C. 20201

For more ASPE briefs and other publications, visit:
aspe.hhs.gov/reports

SUGGESTED CITATION

Adams, A.J., Inman, C., Schreier, A., Scott, D., Nye, E., & Benton,
A. Child Welfare Ombudsman Offices Provide System Oversight
That Can Lead to Policy and Practice Reforms. Office of the
Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services. May 2026.

COPYRIGHT INFORMATION

All material appearing in this report is in the public domain and
may be reproduced or copied without permission; citation as to
source, however, is appreciated.

DISCLOSURE
This communication was printed, published, or produced and
disseminated at U.S. taxpayer expense.

DISCLAIMER REGARDING WEB LINKS

Links and references to information from non-governmental
organizations are provided for informational purposes and are
not an HHS endorsement, recommendation, or preference for
the non-governmental organizations.

Subscribe to the ASPE mailing list to receive
email updates on new publications:
Sign up for email updates (hhs.gov)

For general questions or general
information about ASPE:
aspe.hhs.gov/about

MAY 2026 ISSUE BRIEF 22


https://cloud.connect.hhs.gov/ASPE
https://aspe.hhs.gov/about

	KEY POINTS
	BACKGROUND
	NEARLY ALL STATES HAVE AN OMBUDSMAN OR OMBUDSMAN-TYPE ROLE, BUT THE ROLE IS ESTABLISHED AND STRUCTURED DIFFERENTLY ACROSS STATES
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