
2007 Innovations Awards Program

APPLICATION

CSG reserves the right to use or publish in other CSG products and services the information provided in this Innovations Awards Program Application. If your agency objects to this policy, please advise us in a separate attachment to your program’s application. 

ID # (assigned by CSG):  07-E-26PAHUMANSERVICESNET
Please provide the following information, adding space as necessary:  

State: 
Pennsylvania
Assign Program Category (applicant): Public Information / Human Services 
1. Program Name:


HumanServices.net
2. Administering Agency

Allegheny County Department of Human Services
3. Contact Person (Name and Title)
John Pierce, Deputy Director of Information 

Management for Allegheny County DHS
4. Address



One Smithfield Street, Suite 200

Pittsburgh, PA 15222-2225
5. Telephone Number


412-350-5860
6. FAX Number



412-350-5220
7. E-mail Address


staylor@ricochetpr.com 
8. Web site Address


www.ricochetpr.com 
9. Please provide a two-sentence description of the program. 

Allegheny County Department of Human Services (DHS), with MAYA Design and 3 Rivers Connect, established HumanServices.net to allow caseworkers, information/referral specialists and the public to quickly find appropriate services and agencies within the community.  

10. How long has this program been operational (month and year)? Note: the program must be between 9 months and 5 years old on April 2, 2007, to be considered.

The project was completed 14 months ago, on January 31, 2006.

11. Why was the program created? What problem[s] or issue[s] was it designed to address? 

For many years, caseworkers, information and referral specialists and social service workers in Allegheny County did not have a comprehensive resource to consult to find information on what social service offerings were available from the great number of large agencies and small non-profits.  DHS maintained a comprehensive database of service providers that contracted directly with the county, but information about other providers who did not contract with the county was limited to word of mouth knowledge and separate paper directories.  DHS staff members had to consult several resources before a referral could be made.  Different paper directories for referrals were published by the DHS, the United Way of Allegheny County and multiple other agencies focused on very specific areas of human services.  These directories were costly to print, distribute and maintain.  In addition to consulting directories, when referral specialists needed to provide directions or advise on bus routes, they ended up consulting maps and stacks of paper bus timetables published by the local Port Authority.

Along with DHS management, the foundation community also wanted a systematic way to better evaluate the effectiveness, availability and quality of services in the county.  With no clear picture of what services were offered or where and how they were being utilized, it was difficult for the foundation community to make informed philanthropic investment decisions.  With HumanServices.net, there is now a very comprehensive view of the full spectrum of human services available to residents of Allegheny County. 

12. Describe the specific activities and operations of the program in chronological order.

Design of HumanServices.net started in June 2004 with the development of a beta system to generate acceptance amongst human services professionals, who needed to be convinced that they could receive complete, high-quality information from the new system.  Faced with the challenge of fusing data together from different and frequently incompatible systems, DHS chose to use the Information Commons platform developed by MAYA Design because it allowed for the most flexible and scalable approach to sharing information.  

The first phase of the design process involved interviewing DHS staff to determine the types of data and features the system would need to support.  A pilot system built by MAYA, in close collaboration with DHS and 3 Rivers Connect, was tested with the DHS, the public and specialists at other agencies.  Version 1.0 took close to one year to develop.

Subsequent phases of development have added detailed demographic data from the US Census and school performance data from the U.S. Department of Education, providing context for managers and funders who use HumanServices.net for programmatic decision-making.

13. Why is the program a new and creative approach or method?

The system enables quick searching by neighborhood, bus route and/or school district, and results are more accurate, timely and detailed than previously possible, eliminating time consuming searches done through a myriad of older, disconnected information systems and paper-based directories conducted in the past.  If a caseworker or parent is looking for a suitable, nearby, subsidized program for a 17-year-old with an alcohol abuse problem, one search can turn up names, descriptions, facility photos and contact information for all programs that fulfill the criteria.

HumanServices.net was designed on a flexible platform called the Information Commons.  It uses distributed database technology so that no single agency must bear the burden of maintaining the accuracy of the data or coordinating backup services.  Unlike relational databases, the Information Commons makes it easy to add new types of data and levels of functionality without re-mapping the existing architecture.

14. What were the program’s start-up costs? (Provide details about specific purchases for this program, staffing needs and other financial expenditures, as well as existing materials, technology and staff already in place.)

The cost of the system involved set-up and purchases, which were covered by the Human Service Integration Fund, and manpower for MAYA Design, 3 Rivers Connect and Allegheny DHS.  Specific purchases included: the Information Commons MiniPeer and UltraPeer, software (Model Translator, Content Management System, VIA Repository), Apache Web Server, API Server and PHP Web Front-End.  Throughout the two-year period of system design, testing and implementation, it is estimated that the average FTE required of DHS was approximately 0.5.  From 3 Rivers Connect, approximately 1 FTE worked on HumanServices.net over the two-year period, and this figure has dropped as the system has stabilized.  At MAYA Design, the range of FTEs varied between 2-4 during the heavy development phases, down to 0.5 FTE for maintenance and development of additional capabilities.  An investment of $650,000 by the Human Services Integration Fund was made to cover the start up costs and development costs through Version 1.0 of the system.  The cost of replicating this work for other communities would be significantly lower, since the Human Services Integration Fund and MAYA financed the development of a comprehensive system that can easily be modified to work in any human service agency or non-profit organization.

15. What are the program’s annual operational costs?

Annual operating costs are approximately $60,000 per year for maintenance of the system.  Additional funds are spent on a project by project basis to extend the functionality of the system or expand the breadth of data available. 

16. How is the program funded?

Funding for the project came primarily from Human Service Integration Fund, a coalition of 15 foundations in Western Pennsylvania that was created to fund innovative human services projects that cannot be paid for with federal, state or county dollars.  The contribution from Allegheny DHS consisted of 0.5 FTE in the form of presentations to key stakeholders, requirement reviews, informal/formal testing, and data preparation.

17. Did this program require the passage of legislation, executive order or regulations?  If YES, please indicate the citation number.

No legislation was needed.

18. What equipment, technology and software are used to operate and administer this program?

For the Information Commons MiniPeer, a 1.5 terabyte RAID device was purchased and installed with Linux and VIA Repository Server Software, which enables it to act as a peer in the Information Commons Network.  The MiniPeer is installed at DHS on the agency’s internal network.  The Information Commons UltraPeer is composed of four machines with four disks, creating a total of 16 repositories with four terabytes of storage.  The UltraPeer replicates each data object 3 times across the various machines for redundancy and availability.  The OS is Linux and VIA Repository Server Software.  3 Rivers Connect hosts this UltraPeer.  The software needed for the program was created by MAYA Design and included: Model Translator, which performs bulk imports to the Information Commons; Content Management System, which imports, organizes and fuses data in the Information Commons; Via Repository, the Information Commons Distributed Database Software, which enables data to flow between peers in the Information Commons network.  The program also required API Server, the SOAP SOA Web service methods for querying HumanServices.net data from the Information Commons and PHP Web Front-End, created by MAYA Design as a templated front end that can easily be adapted by specific agencies within DHS to present more specific-custom branded versions of HumanServices.net as well as enabling other social service organizations to create their own branded versions of HumanServices.net.  APIs to HumanServices.net were provided to the United Way of Allegheny County as part of this effort, enabling the agency to use the data in HumanServices.net to power the United Way’s existing Help Connections website.

19. To the best of your knowledge, did this program originate in your state?  If YES, please indicate the innovator’s name, present address, telephone number and e-mail address.

HumanServices.net was the first implementation of MAYA Design’s Information Commons, so both the HumanServices.net project itself and the underlying technology it depends on originated in Pennsylvania.  The innovator from the Allegheny Department of Human Services is Marc Cherna, the agency’s Director and the technology innovator is Josh Knauer, Director of Advanced Development at MAYA Design, Inc.

Marc Cherna

Director

Allegheny County Department of Human Services

Human Services Building

One Smithfield Street, Suite 400

Pittsburgh, PA 15222-2225

(412) 350-5701

mcherna@dhs.county.allegheny.pa.us 

Josh Knauer

Director of Advanced Development

MAYA Design

Building 2, Suite 300

2730 Sidney Street

Pittsburgh, PA 15203

(412) 488-2900

knauer@maya.com 

20. Are you aware of similar programs in other states?  If YES, which ones and how does this program differ?

HumanServices.net is the only program of its kind in the nation.

21. Has the program been fully implemented?  If NO, what actions remain to be taken?

The program has been fully implemented and is now expanding to add new functionality and new types of data.

22. Briefly evaluate (pro and con) the program’s effectiveness in addressing the defined problem[s] or issue[s].  Provide tangible examples.

Allowing human services organizations to keep their own records current eliminates the lag time and high costs associated with centrally-controlled databases, where information must be entered and changed by a single entity.  It also eliminates the confusion of multiple, potentially conflicting data in different databases.  

Furthermore, specialists no longer need to compile their own directories for referrals, and any member of the public with internet access can use HumanServices.net themselves.  Caseworkers and other DHS staff no longer need to call I&R Specialists for every referral, and program details can be emailed directly to clients or caseworkers.  

Specialists can now spend time evaluating programs and service gaps and improving the level of human services offerings.  The end result is a much more accurate listing of services for individuals who need them, and a much more accessible, efficient and effective methodology for delivering this information.

The quality of the data in HumanServices.net is so high, the United Way in Allegheny County recently made the decision to replace its legacy I&R system with the database underlying HumanServices.net.

23. How has the program grown and/or changed since its inception?

Since January 2006, traffic to the HumanServices.net website has more than doubled each month.  The data in the Information Commons has increased significantly, growing to include information from about 3,000 social service agencies and 10,000 social service programs fused from eight different sources.  Census information has recently been integrated, and additional information to expand the neighborhood profiles will be coming soon that will allow managers at DHS, foundation program officers and other leaders in the community to make better data-driven investment decisions.

24. What limitations or obstacles might other states expect to encounter if they attempt to adopt this program?

Political problems associated with fusing the data of different and competing organizations for inclusion in the Information Commons were considerable.  To overcome these obstacles, 3 Rivers Connect, a non-profit data intermediary with experience addressing these challenges, was hired to ease the transition.  A similar mediating organization, along with efforts from associated foundations to cover the costs, would lend significant support to attempts at adoption of a similar system.

2007 Innovations Awards Program

Program Categories and Subcategories
Use these as guidelines to determine the appropriate Program Category for your state’s submission and list that program category on page one of this application. Choose only one. 
Infrastructure and Economic Development

· Business/Commerce

· Economic Development

· Transportation

Government Operations

· Administration

· Elections

· Public Information

· Revenue

Health & Human Services

· Aging

· Children & Families

· Health Services

· Housing

· Human Services

Human Resources/Education

· Education

· Labor

· Management

· Personnel

· Training and Development

· Workforce Development

Natural Resources

· Agriculture

· Energy

· Environment

· Environmental Protection

· Natural Resources

· Parks & Recreation

· Water Resources

Public Safety/Corrections

· Corrections

· Courts

· Criminal Justice

· Drugs

· Emergency Management

· Public Safety

Save in .doc or rtf. Return completed application electronically to innovations@csg.org or mail to: 

CSG Innovations Awards 2007

The Council of State Governments

2760 Research Park Drive, P.O. Box 11910

Lexington, KY 40578-1910

Contact:

Nancy J. Vickers, National Program Associate 

Phone: 859.244.8105

Fax: 859.244.8001 – Attn: Innovations Awards Program

The Council of State Governments 

E-mail: nvickers@csg.org
This application is also available at www.csg.org, in the Programs section. 
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