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INVITED COMMENTARY by Patricia Hansen

on ‘Continuous family assessment: How are you going? How are you going now?’ by Marianne Berry &

Scottye J. Cash

The Structured Decision Making (SDM) model is already
established in Queensland and South Australia, and NSW
has implemented some SDM components (Children’s
Research Centre). Other states may follow if policy makers
see this as a solution to the problems in the child protection
system. Justice Wood’s (2008) Report of the Special
Commission of Inquiry into Child Protection Services in
NSW includes a recommendation that SDM should be
implemented in NSW. Recommendation 9.1 states:
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DoCS should test the use of Structured Decision Making
tools at the Helpline and at CSC’s in relation to assessments
and interventions including restoration (p.xv).

The Report cites evidence from the United States that SDM
has stronger predictive validity than consensus based
instruments (D’ Andrade, Austin & Benton 2008), but
independent Australian research shows that use of SDM in
Queensland did not produce consistency in decision making
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{(Wood 2008, Chapter 9, p. 333, para 9.39). It is clear that
more evaluation is required.

Berry and Cash point out that the narrow focus of SDM is on
past indicators of potential risks to children and that this
does not provide sufficient information about current risks to
children. SDM attempts to predict but does not assess
comprehensively the current situation. The view presented is
that we need a shift from a risk focus to a needs and service
focus (Lonne, Parton, Thomson & Harries 2009).

In Australia we have an increase in the number of children
being removed from the family home as shown in the latest
data released by the Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare (AIHW). There were 31,166 children in out of
home care at 30 June 2008 (AIHW 2009, p.ix). Such
removal of children is the most extreme form of intervention
which traumatises the child, as well as the parents and
extended family, and this should be prevented whenever it is
possible to do so. More is required than simple risk
assessment to make such serious decisions.

The seduction of risk assessment instruments is that this
checklist approach creates a sense of certainty for decision
making in complex situations where there can be no
certainty. Given enough confidence in the instrument,
anyone can feel able to make a decision to leave children
with parents or to remove them without thinking about the
total situation.

Some child protection authorities in Australia have decided
to de-professionalise and to accept a variety of workers into
child protection positions instead of insisting on appropriate
qualified staff. To work effectively in child protection, a
considerable body of knowledge is required. This includes
knowledge of child protection history and processes,
understanding of human growth and development, family
structures, family systems and processes, and the influence
of cultural, religious and racial differences on parenting and
problem solving. For these newly appointed, diversely

qualified, child protection staff, a risk assessment tool
provides a framework to follow where there are gaps in

~knowledge. Indeed, the use of SDM may be seen as the total

focus for assessment. In that simplicity there is a horrible
possibility of destructive and harmful practice.

Berry and Cash provide an example of an alternative
assessment model. The Strengths and Stressors assessment
has been specifically designed to be effective as an
assessment of risk and also to identify the family and
children’s needs and the potential resources to meet those
needs. It has been developed from a sound theoretical
perspective that is relevant to child welfare and child _
protection practitioners and families, it includes a strengths
focus and it is easy to use. Most of all, it is designed
specifically to aid assessment, planning of intervention and
monitoring progress in relation to potential restoration. All
child welfare and child protection practitioners, from all
disciplines, should take time to consider the messages
contained here.
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