IDEA GROUP PUBLISHING

1331 E. Chocolate Avenue, Hershey PA 17033-1117, USA
Tel: 717/533-8845; Fax 717/533-8661; URL-http://www.idea-group.com

An Innovative Adaptation of General
Purpose Accounting Software for a

Municipal Social Services Agency

Andrew Schiff, University of Baltimore, USA
Tigineh Mersha, University of Baltimore, USA

Andrew Schiff, Ph.D., C.P.A. is an Associate Professor of Accounting at the Robert G. Merrick School of
Business, University of Baltimore. He received his Ph.D. from Rutgers University. Prior to joining the University
of Baltimore, Dr. Schiff held a variety of positions including internal audit manager, assistant controller and
controller for organizations ranging in size from $6 million to over $600 million per year. Dr. Schiff has published
in a number of academic and professional journals including Behavioral Research in Accounting, the Journal of
Management Systems, International Journal of Case Studies and Research, The C.P.A. Journal and the
Massachusetts C.P.A. Review. He is also the co-author or editor of two textbooks.

Tigineh Mersha, Ph.D., is a Professor of Management at the Robert G. Merrick School of Business, University
of Baltimore. He received his MBA and Ph.D. from the University of Cincinnati. Prior to starting his academic
career in 1982, Dr. Mersha held managerial positions in Ethiopia and at the Walnut Hills-Evanston Medical
Center in Cincinnati. He has been a full-time faculty member at the University of Baltimore since 1984. He has
taught graduate and undergraduate courses in production and operations management, service operations
management, and quality and productivity improvement. His research interests include service sector management,
quality and productivity improvement, and managing operations in developing countries. Dr. Mersha has
published in many academic and professional journals.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Organizations with unique characteristics and transaction processing
requirements, such as government agencies, often satisfy these requirements
by (a) acquiring software from vendors who have developed applications for
that particular type of organization, or (b) developing software internally
from scratch. When either of these approaches is taken, the development costs
are spread over a relatively small number of organizations, and the resulting
system can be very expensive. Also, due to the uniqueness of the application
and the relatively small number of users, it may take a long time to identify
and correct any processing errors. An alternative is to acquire general-
purpose software that has been developed for a wide range of organizations,
and to adapt it for the agency in which it will be installed. However, this
alternative approach is frequently not undertaken because it is often believed
that general-purpose software is unable to provide all of the information
required by the organization. When the required information can be provided,
though, general-purpose software can be less expensive and less time-
consuming to implement.
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This case presents a successful use of the latter approach. It describes
how a general-purpose accounting software package was successfully adapted
to meet the information processing needs of the foster care program in a large
municipal government agency located on the Eastern seaboard of the United
States. The primary contribution of this case is to explain the agency’s
information processing needs and how the application software was modified
to meet them, since it is often believed that general-purpose software cannot
be customized to meet the needs of organizations which are not typical
merchandising, manufacturing or service businesses. Therefore, this case
should be useful as a reference for others who are involved in, or who are
considering, similar projects. In addition, as will be discussed briefly below,
this approach yielded the additional benefits of significantly reducing the
time and the cost required for system development.

BACKGROUND

One of the important roles of government is to provide a safety net to
certain sectors of society that need assistance. While a variety of services are
provided to needy families and children by social service agencies in the
United States, ensuring the safety and well-being of at-risk children has
always been a focus of attention among government officials, community
leaders and charitable organizations. Among the many programs designed to
serve the needs of children in most jurisdictions, foster care programs are the
most popular.

The primary purpose of the foster care program is to provide alternative
care to children who cannot remain at home due to maltreatment, abandon-
ment or neglect. In the city on which this case study is based, the state develops
policies that govern the foster care program and also maintains administrative
oversight while local social service agencies are charged with the task of
administering the program in accordance with the law. This includes identi-
fying care providers and arranging temporary and permanent out-of-home
placement for children believed to be in imminent risk.

Upon removing children from their homes in response to reported
incidents of maltreatment or neglect, social workers first explore the possibil-
ity of placing the children with relatives. Typically, relative care providers are
not paid for their services although they may receive food and medical
assistance for the children placed in their care. Ifrelatives who are willing and
able to care for the at-risk children cannot be identified, the agency places the
children in foster homes.
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