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Background: The Shelby County Child Impact Statement        
Reporting System

In 2008, the governments of Memphis and Shelby County, Tennessee, passed 
a joint resolution to establish an o#ce on early childhood and youth with 
the directive to produce a mechanism to develop child impact statements on 
selected resolutions and policy issues. !e year prior, circumstances had made 
it increasingly apparent to the elected leadership that the negative social and 
economic outcomes they were witnessing were owed, in large measure, to poor 
childhood outcomes. Rather than dismiss the matter as the sole purview and 
fault of parents, they recognized that the deluge of issues coming into their o#ces 
and before their committees and boards could – directly in many cases, certainly 
indirectly in others – a"ect child well-being. !erefore, they needed an e"ective 
method to evaluate these issues, and the proposals stemming from them, against 
the emotional, physical, mental, and financial needs of children and families. 
Soon after its establishment, the Shelby County O#ce of Early Childhood and 
Youth commissioned faculty and sta" from the University of Memphis to develop 
a child- and youth-focused policy planning and decision aid: the Shelby County 
Child Impact Statement Reporting System (CISRS). 

!e main objective for CISRS is to foreground children in policy planning 
and decision making. !is is accomplished by helping elected o#cials, county 
administrators, and citizen boards investigate the connections or conflicts between 
child well-being and the issues they are considering, thereby informing further 
planning and subsequent decisions on proposed resolutions and ordinances. 
We have deployed CISRS as a Web-based software application designed to help 
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these users generate child impact statements. !e process involved is intended to 
facilitate systemic changes in thinking, planning, and decision making. But the 
software is just part of the larger idea. !erefore, we discuss here a comprehensive 
initiative – a program designed to promote a collective vision, facilitate 
investigation and the use of research-based knowledge, and foster the nonlinear 
thinking crucial to e"ective planning and decision making.

Rationale: Focus for Change

Current circumstances and their unfortunate and often tragic precedents 
repeatedly direct us to a seemingly inescapable conclusion: one person’s, 
constituency’s, or nation’s gain is another’s loss. !e issues we care about, the 
causes we champion, and the constituencies we represent are inevitably presented 
to and defined by us as “competing” interests. Resulting just as inevitably are 
winners and losers, wealthy and poor, healthy and sick, hopeful and hopeless. Yet 
if we believe that the poor have the basic human right to education and dignified 
work, that the sick should have access to a"ordable quality care and medicine, and 
that a more equitable future for all is not hopeless, then we need a di"erent way to 
see: we need a more perceptive focus. 

No more unifying and inclusive view of our collective potential can be found than 
through a focus on children. Framed and understood holistically, child well-being 
cuts across and a"ects every sector and demographic. Seniors living on fixed 
incomes benefit from early childhood development and school funding, as higher 
rates of educational attainment generate better-paying jobs and a stronger tax base, 
which stabilizes property and sales tax rates. Employers, including those seeking 
tax abatements, benefit from public support for strong schools and universities, 
because private industry increasingly depends on skilled leaders, creative thinkers, 
and complex problem solvers to survive in a global free market. And homes, 
neighborhoods, law enforcement agencies, courts, and corrections divisions benefit 
from proactive strategies to e"ectively constrict the cradle-to-prison pipeline, as 
improved conditions for children and families lead to more stable homes, safer 
streets, less recidivism, and fewer crowded jails. 

By placing children at the center of our decision-making focus, we can reframe 
opposing interests, casting them instead as participants in a system of mutual 
reliance and benefit. In other words, while society has a responsibility to protect 
children and invest in their care and education, children are in fact society’s 
prime resource for healthy communities and sustainable development. Yet this 
reciprocity and its importance often go underrecognized, let alone investigated, 
in policy design and decision making. !erefore, we discuss here an initiative by 
the governments of Shelby County and Memphis, Tennessee, to change the status 
quo by developing and integrating the means to support child- and family-focused 
decision making in policy development and proposal procedures. 
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Context: Preconditions for Change 

Shelby County, Tennessee, encompasses the city of Memphis. Together the county 
and city form the main population and economic center of the upper Mississippi 
River Delta, commonly termed the Mid-South. !ough Memphis is located in 
Shelby County, the city and county maintain separate governing bodies – albeit 
with several points of joint responsibility. As in many U.S. metropolises, the 
area’s urban core was hit hardest by racial discord, failed urban renewal projects, 
and industrial plant closures through the ’60s, ’70s, and ’80s. By the mid-’90s, 
however, Memphis was well into a rebirth, with several successful redevelopment 
projects along the riverfront and throughout the downtown.1 Fifteen years later, 
the progress is even more pronounced, thanks to continued public and private 
investment in the city’s urban core and surrounding neighborhoods. New 
residents and businesses continue to move into the lofts, condos, town houses, 
and once-vacant storefronts and business towers – sustaining the city’s resurgence. 
Unfortunately, the prior decades’ mass exodus of residents and businesses out 
of the city and into the county suburbs further entrenched the city’s already 
substantial concentrations of poverty. 

!e e"ects of poverty and the ill-conceived policy decisions of the past continued 
to dog Memphis and Shelby County into the new millennium. Decades of heavily 
recruiting manufacturing plants to the city were followed by their equally heavy 
departures for cheaper labor markets, leaving behind industrial contamination 
in what number today nearly 100 brownfields. !e associated job losses, 3,000 
in the case of one single plant closure, devastated entire neighborhoods.2  
Health care felt the bite as well. !e Med – the Mid-South’s public safety net 
hospital and only level-one trauma center – struggled to remain open under 
the weight of losses from under- and uninsured patients.3 !e city, so intent on 
a renaissance, continued to su"er a pernicious net loss in population. Schools 
reported continuing declines in graduation rates. And employers grew increasingly 
concerned about the potential to draw needed talent from the local labor market 
or even to recruit qualified applicants away from other cities. 

By 2007, Memphis’ challenges were national news and the topic of scrutiny by 
local media. But this attention bolstered the awareness of community, business, 
and government stakeholders and fed their collective recognition of urgency, 
providing the necessary preconditions to initiate a substantial change e"ort. 
Chief among the community’s realizations was that life was going terribly wrong 
for many Mid-South families: 30 percent of Tennessee’s children live in Shelby 
County, and 50 percent of the county’s children are born into poverty each year. 
Fifteen percent of the approximately 15,000 births per year in Shelby County are 
to teenage mothers.4 Within the city, nearly 15 percent of students dropped out of 
high school in 2007 (increasing to 26 percent in 2009).5 !at same year, 142,445 
Shelby County children and youth under the age of 18 were enrolled in TennCare 
(Medicaid), or 49 percent of the county’s total child and youth population.6  Infant 
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deaths, the statistic most associated with Memphis and Shelby County’s woes, 
stood at nearly 13 percent in 2007, down from 15 percent in 2003.7  

Response: Priorities for Change

Experience was demonstrating yet again that child well-being a"ects every sector’s 
performance. Moreover, many in top elected o#ces were drawing a critical 
connection. By increasing or ignoring risk factors a"ecting children, they were 
increasing or ignoring the same factors that were placing healthy and sustainable 
development at risk: an unprepared workforce, an unstable tax base, a debilitated 
healthcare safety net, blight, crime, and the resultant challenges to recruiting 
and retaining businesses and talent. Local child policy experts, already engaged 
in promoting such connections, recommended to city and county leaders that 
they employ child impact statements in deliberations over proposed resolutions. 
Recognizing local government’s complicity in creating as well as its capacity to 
begin mitigating problem conditions, the county’s elected leadership resolved to 
“develop a mechanism for the production of Child Impact Statements on selected 
resolutions and issues” as well as to establish an o#ce on early childhood and 
youth that would direct the implementation of this mechanism throughout the 
county’s several divisions and agencies.

Early on it became clear through our observations, interviews, and process analyses 
that in this context a child impact statement would be ine"ective as an end-stage 
screening tool. Proposed resolutions, we learned, were often drafted so close to 
deadline that there would be no opportunity to write an impact statement let 
alone review and act on the findings. And even if time weren’t an issue, when 
a policy e"ort came to the resolution drafting stage, so many stakeholders had 
already contributed to the project that any meaningful opportunity to inform 
their decision making had already passed. 

We recognized, then, that greater value would be realized by instantiating CISRS as 
early in the policy development process as possible. By doing so, we could deliver 
information resources – alongside a set of prompts, instructions, and examples for 
writing child impact statements – early enough for policy stakeholders to actually 
use our framework to research, draft, share, revise, and employ their statements 
as templates for board presentations and public committee hearings, and even as 
outlines for the final drafts of their proposed resolutions. 

!e idea to move from end-stage screening tool to early-stage process intervention 
was the pragmatic outcome of a logistical work-around. Yet this concept also jibed 
with our theory of change. First, initiating the use of CISRS earlier would provide 
time to foreground child well-being, its contributing factors and requirements, and 
its importance and benefits to a wide spectrum of stakeholders – all critical inputs. 
Second, operating within this knowledge framework, we theorized, would more 
likely lead to actions that mitigate harm to children, improve their surrounding 
conditions, and proactively advance their capabilities and opportunities. And third, 
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outcomes benefiting children would, by extension, benefit the wider community. In 
our context, child impact statements would center on conditions and consequences 
– short term and long – that a"ect all of us: health, housing, safety, education, 
employment, and the quality of our natural and built environments.

Beyond determining approach, we also wrestled with scope. In a community 
with no shortage of issues a"ecting children, and within local governments 
serving a multitude of purposes, any process we designed would need to apply 
to a significant range of policy decisions – whether the actions proposed directly 
or indirectly involved children. Examples of the former are self-evident, such as 
child care and school funding decisions. !e latter are nonlinear and indirect, for 
example, payments in lieu of taxes (PILOTs), in which the matter explicitly deals 
with jobs but implicitly a"ects household income. PILOTs are also directly about 
economic development, but they have been widely criticized for their potential to 
indirectly impact funding for schools, infrastructure, and services. Facilitating this 
nonlinear thinking has since become one of our biggest challenges and the goal 
toward which most of our process tools and training materials are geared.

Process: Tools for Change

Informed by our e"ort’s preconditions and priorities and by the implementation 
approach and scope required, we constructed a mission statement for the project: 
To generate systemic changes in thinking, planning, and decision making so as to 
improve the overall community by valuing foremost the conditions, experiences, 
and opportunities of its children and youth. 

To satisfy these purposes, we required process tools that could bring children 
to the forefront of policy planning and decision making. !ese tools, therefore, 
would need to be designed to help elected o#cials, county administrators, and 
appointed board members investigate the connections, or conflicts, between child 
well-being and the policies under consideration. Without such investigation, 
further planning and subsequent decisions on proposed resolutions and ordinances 
would again fail to connect children to anything but the most obvious child-
related policy matters.

One of our first features was based loosely on the executive dashboard concept. 
To populate the feature with data, we selected key indicators of child and family 
“performance.” But we placed these data within a taxonomy based on seven 
domains of child well-being, thereby channeling this content through a child-
focused framework. To extend the connection-forming and meaning-making 
potential of the framework, we juxtaposed the dashboard with a set of writing 
tools designed to facilitate critical and nonlinear thinking. 

We also embedded in the framework content pertinent to informing actions 
responsive to and proactive toward the quality-of-life needs of children and 
families. For example, prior to examining the data indicators, which are conveyed 
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through graphs and charts, users are directed through brief orientations to each of 
seven selected domains of child well-being: safety, early childhood development, 
education, home and family environment, health, mental health, and income – a 
taxonomy strongly informed by the work of the Annie E. Casey Foundation. 
Subsequently, as users examine the charts and graphs, they can quickly access 
additional text-based information about the relationships between a specific data 
indicator, the domain of child well-being in which that indicator is housed, and its 
relevance to the greater whole of community success. Furthermore, the training, 
examples, support, and protocols we provide help illustrate for users the direct and 
indirect connections between the state of child well-being and the responsibilities 
the users hold in public health and safety; community development and 
social services; education; land use and zoning; public works; and economic, 
employment, and workforce development.

To encompass our users’ range of responsibilities within a child-focused policy 
framework, we needed to include more specifics about the type, location, and 
severity of conditions, needs, and risks facing children and families in each area 
of the city and county. Correspondingly, we also needed to provide users with 
information on current resources already allocated – or not – to enable them to 
e"ectively respond to issues facing the community’s many constituencies. 

At the time of this writing, we are expanding the information tools available to 
our users. Specifically, we are developing two additional information features. 
!e first is an interactive geographic information systems (GIS) application that 
maps data indicators within census and voting district boundaries. !e tool’s 
features will also enable users to overlay data regarding conditions in children’s 
and families’ localities against the location and density of assets needed to improve 
circumstances within each of the mapped localities. Assets would include a wide 
range of resources, from food pantries, crisis shelters, and child protective services 
to prenatal care clinics, early childhood development programs, and schools and 
job training centers. !e second feature is a children’s budget, influenced by 
ChildrensBudget.org: a budget analysis tool developed by First Focus to examine 
federal spending on programs to benefit children. Our localized interpretation of 
this model will include city and county spending on programs to benefit children, 
including funds from local tax collections and fees as well as those from federal 
and state “pass-through” grants. 

Each feature in CISRS, we surmised, would provide pieces of the overall picture 
of child well-being, imparting actionable knowledge to e"ect positive change. 
Explicitly, the data graphs and charts would convey trends in child and family 
well-being, o"ering aggregate metropolitan indicators that could be compared 
against the state’s other main population centers as well as against the state’s 
performance as a whole. Implicitly, this feature would evidence the progress 
made, or not, toward improving the conditions underlying these performance 
indicators. !e GIS feature would highlight and describe conditions within and 
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across localities as well as the presence, absence, and under- or over-resourcing 
of assets in each of these areas. Implicitly, though, the maps would lay out the 
disparities between localities, further exposing the legacies of past policy decisions. 
And the children’s budget would explicitly demonstrate the local government’s 
success in acquiring and e"ectively allocating the requisite funding to meet the 
public’s responsibilities to its children. Over time, the budget would go further by 
revealing whether our e"orts to inform policy through child impact statements 
were impacting the collective’s implicit priorities and values. 

Parts, however, are marginally useful on their own. To influence systemic change, 
they must combine to form a greater whole. !e information features installed 
within the seven-domain architecture of child well-being form one-third of that 
whole. Another third is the decision process – specifically, the statement-drafting 
tools, which guide users through research and evaluation steps. !e remaining, 
and actually the most complicated, third is the human-to-human interaction 
required to promote adoption, use, and sustainment of the system’s features and 
services. !at final third relies heavily on leadership. Top elected o#cials must 
champion the change e"ort, seek applicable mandates, and remain involved if 
others are to buy in.

Accountability: Push for Change 

Even though child impact analyses, assessments, and statements have developed 
into a wide range of approaches since the 1989 United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, our application is admittedly unorthodox, as we place 
much of the responsibility for drafting and evaluating child impact statements in 
the hands of the same people developing, proposing, and voting on the policies 
for which those statements have been drafted. Initially this scheme owed more to 
contextual requirements and resource limitations than choice. Yet, we found that 
this approach provides an unprecedented opportunity to engage our local policy 
developers and elected o#cials as co-participants and co-investors in promoting 
this initiative’s focus on child well-being. 

!is is not to say that we have abandoned oversight, accountability, or plans for 
rigorous summative evaluation; these are key elements to growing and sustaining 
the meaningful development and use of child impact statements within the 
context we describe above. Imperatively, it is citizens – especially children and 
families – to whom this initiative and its outcomes must remain accountable. To 
this end, we’re designing a public reporting mechanism that will use independent 
assessors to rate the quality of selected impact statements. Each independent 
rating will be listed alongside a synopsis of the original impact statement, followed 
by a summary of the proposed resolution and the elected o#cials’ votes on that 
proposal. With this public-facing feature, we intend to encourage quality from 
impact statement authors, adoption by policy developers, and accountability from 
elected o#cials.
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Furthermore, the “open” framework we’ve developed has positioned us to 
more rapidly deploy the same features and information resources to the general 
public, advocacy organizations, grant makers, nonprofit service agencies, and 
neighborhood associations. From the community feedback we’ve received, we 
envision these groups proposing alternative ideas for the use of public spaces, 
evaluating conditions and needs in their own neighborhoods or service areas, 
targeting funding and services more e"ectively, basing their program planning and 
assessments on a common body of indicators, and contributing their insights and 
information resources to the system’s collective knowledge base. 

Conclusion: Ready for Change

!e requirements, opportunities, and limitations we’ve encountered are not 
unique to Memphis and Shelby County; they are instead indicative of the 
challenges encumbering local and state governments across the country and inside 
the U.S. Capitol. !e scope of this challenge is vast, and attempts to configure 
responses are all too easily confounded by complexity overload. !e ideas we 
o"er here are informed but not yet validated. !e extent of deployment, relative 
to the plans we’ve made, is tentative. Yet the steps our local elected leaders have 
taken to place children first provide a crucial platform from which to contribute 
to the sustainable foundation for positive social and economic transformation that 
resides in our children’s development, present circumstances, and future prospects. 
With such change in sight, the issues we care about, the causes we champion, and 
the constituencies we represent all stand ready to benefit from the best resources 
available for improving our lives: our children.  
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Suggested Data and Information Sources:
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Brookings Institution: !e Hamilton Project
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Cornell University: Linking Economic Development and Child Care
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Memphis and Shelby County Health Department: Vital Statistics Report

National Association of Community Health Centers

National Center for Children in Poverty

National Center for Education Statistics 



Schmidt and Coffey: Change in Sight 

Big Ideas: Game-Changers for Children | 59
 

National Children’s Alliance
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U.S. Department of Education: EDFacts

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services: Administration for Children and
   Families; Health Resources and Services Administration; Substance Abuse and Mental
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U.S. Department of Justice: O#ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention
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