Child Welfare Reform & the CFSA Amendments

Towards a More Intrusive Service

“Just because we can, doesn’t mean we should”

Ulrich Beck in his book, talks about the prevailing paradigm or world view that permeates decisions throughout the Western World in the new millennium. He talks of a shift occurring from one of a ‘caste’ or ‘class’ society to one of a ‘risk’ reduction society.  The class society is characterized by a prevailing sense of ‘welfare’ or the leveling of opportunity & resources within society where the emphasis is primarily on proactive decision-making in social intervention. This climate invokes proactive thinking and values taking risks for the greater good. The ‘risk reduction’ climate invokes a very different way of thinking – “how do we reduce the risk of something negative from happening?” where the focus or desired outcome is primarily defensive, negative (to promote that something does not happen) and liability focused.  Rather than seeing the future as opportunity, the new Zeitgeist or paradigm views the future as a potential threat.  Hence, we see corporations, governments, public sector organizations and individuals taking a guarded stance in trying to limit themselves to risk, rather than taking a proactive stance to create opportunity. Beck relates this to many organizations and businesses and while he does not really turn his mind to the field of child welfare, the implications are very clear for our field.

This Risk Reduction Zeitgeist was the main driving force creating the changes to the CFSA.  This set the environment for two other factors to collide and further drive the changes in our system to a more defensive posture:

1)  The fear in the government brought about by the media attention to the child deaths across the province, inquests and the pressure on the government from the broader community to reduce the risk to children.  

2)  The law and order agenda for the government of the time that defined Child Welfare in a quite narrow and intrusive role i.e. only Child Protection, minimizing well-being.  

In the development of the ORAM, it was made very evident by the MCSS that the changes we were making were clearly in the realm of “Child Protection” and not in “Child Welfare”, the distinction being that we moved from a proactive to a reactive stance.  By its very nature, ‘reacting’ is ‘to’ something, and the ‘to’ in this case seems to amount to fear.  Reacting out of fear is usually an effective response in allaying the source of fear, but does not encourage a more wholistic or creative look at the root cause of the problem.

Some Facts, Some Perceptions & some Concerns:

· We have gone from 10,000 children in care to 18,000 in the past five years.  If we were doing our job them, the first 10,000 children were matched with the best possible beds available then, so what did the next 8,000 children admitted to care receive?  We know, many of these children are not being raised in family settings.  What will they tell us ten years from now about their experience growing up being raised by revolving group home and agency staff members?     

· What was the impetus in the 60’s & 70’s to drive the ‘least intrusive’ service delivery model culminating in the legislation in 1984?  What forces were there to make such a radical change necessary then?  Have we come full circle?  We need to analyze this carefully to ensure the pendulum does not swing so far that it creates the same kind of damage.  

· Have we been caught up in a Knee-jerk reaction to the fear in society and been sold on an unrealistically low threshold to balance off the risks at home to the very real risks to children being raised outside of their families (and many as noted, not even in families?).  Note that three recent inquests involved the death of CAS wards while in care or institutions. 

· How much of our reaction has been to cover off the system’s own liability if something goes wrong in the child’s home?

· Have we lost some courage in our own professional judgement to hide behind the ‘process’ of Risk Assessment?  Are we using ORAM as the end, rather than the means to reach the end of quality service to children and families? 

· Have we simply hired more staff to do more bureaucratic things?  

· Risk paradox – We use a tool to reduce risk – the tool results in 40% more children in care – these children/youth are placed in a well-stretched system – as a result, is the risk of a child in care being abused/harmed increased by more than 40%?

· Risk, by its very nature is about predicting something in the future that does not exist, now, in the present.  How accurate are we?  Who is studying this now?

If the criteria to predict abuse is (generously) 80% accurate: 

· We will miss 20 out of 100 who are being abused 

· We miss 20 out of 100 who are not abused 

· Is this any better than using sound professional judgment?

· Has the welfare paradigm been colonized by the legal or risk reduction paradigm?

	
	Class Society 
	Risk Reduction Society

	Faith in 
	· “Blind Trust” – Reliance on professional judgement alone – “If the Doctor says so, it must be true”
	· “Earned Trust” – a resulting distrust of professionals, experts, of  all stripes.

·  Accountability, forensic evidence, bureaucratic systems prevail 

	Comfort in prediction is based on
	· Expert judgement 
	· Creation of ever better ‘tools’ and procedures (ISA process etc.)

	Focus is on 
	· Well-being, welfare of people
	· Risk reduction 

	View of Human Nature 
	· Naïve, positive view of human nature 
	· Negative view of human behaviour

· Rugged Individualism – Every man for himself

	Problem-Solving Strategies 
	· Untested but Proactive, creative solutions 

· Based on professional experience and judgment
	· Solutions that reduce the level of risk and liability

· Based on probabilities 

	Future is seen as … 
	· Positive 
	· Negative 

	Past is seen as… 
	· 
	· The past loses its powers to determine the present and the future

	Common Phrases In Decision-making 
	· “What if … “
	· “What minimizes our exposure…”

	If taken to the extreme, can breed 
	· Taking unwarranted risks 
	· Defensiveness and authoritarianism 

	
	· Doing the right thing 
	· Doing things right

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


Balancing the two paradigms – A more centered approach to child welfare

· We need to be careful we don’t throw the baby out with the bath water – we need to retain our trust in our professional judgment and supplement, enhance it, but not replace it, with better tools and systems 

· We need to remember history – there is no research to support that in times when child protection becomes more intrusive that we are more effective in eliminating death, injury and emotional trauma.  We only need to remember native communities, families and children who saw their children adopted outside and lived to see the breakdowns and broken lives years later.  

· We need to become enmeshed in research relevant to our field.  

· We need to look at ways of more proactively engaging clients.  

"If we are to achieve results never before accomplished, we must expect to employ methods never before attempted."

Francis Bacon
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