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Quality and performance in Social Services in Europe. 17th European Social Services Conference. Prague, 22–24th June 2009

Workshop title:

Preventing child deaths: lessons from high-risk industry
Workshop facilitators
Dr Sheila Fish (presenter)
Sarah Carr (note taker)
Julie Jones, SCIE Chief Executive (Chair) 

Participants
There were 37 workshop participants from 10 different countries (Czechoslovakia, Germany, Romania, Spain, England, Sweden, Scotland, Denmark, Ireland and Slovenia). Participants worked in 5 groups, with German speakers in one group (as per conference organiser’s request).

Point of info

Following the presentation the following point of information was raised:

The Scottish review of social work in the 21st century also looked at models from the aviation industry, particularly the disclosure practice of air traffic controllers. Air traffic control is more positive about people coming forward to report mistakes – it is seen as an opportunity for learning rather than admonishment.

Discussion Part 1: Where on the spectrum between ‘blaming’ and ‘explaining’ would you place reactions to child death tragedies in your own region or country?

Participants were asked to think of a recent high profile case. How did different parties react: media, politicians, unions, professionals, academics, families? 

They were then asked to: write your country/region on a sticky and place it where you think you fit on the spectrum between ‘blaming’ at one end (left) and ‘explaining’ at the other (right). If appropriate, give the name of the child’s case that illustrates this. 

The photograph below illustrates dramatically at which end of the spectrum the post-it notes clustered.
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Main points from the groups 

There was considerable consensus that professionals are almost always blamed. Frontline workers are usually blamed, but directors have also been blamed for tragedies (Romania cited as an example). The ‘system’ is blamed. Looking for blame, either individual or systemic, seems inevitable. The media in all countries represented in the workshop have had an active and influential role in perpetuating a blame culture.

The situation in Sweden and Demark is similar to that in England, with blame being the response. The inspectorate may be part of the problem as regimes do not facilitate learning and parts of the system close up to protect themselves.

The Scottish inspectorate is moving towards the ‘explain’ model and the government is currently supportive of social workers rather than siding with the media in seeking to punish individuals when something goes wrong.

The Irish inquiry into institutional child abuse avoided blame but many felt it didn’t result in justice for the abuse victims.
Discussion Part 2: Does SCIE’s systems model seem relevant to your region/country? What would encourage people to use it? What might be seen as obstacles to its take up?

Main points from the groups 

It is easier to learn from someone else’s mistakes but far harder to address your own. 
There are ‘systemic’ models in some countries taking part in the workshop but they don’t correspond with the systems model presented.

There’s ‘real merit’ in attempting this approach, with recognition of the limitations.

The model has great potential to be piloted, but need to address political and governmental complicity with blame culture and the media.

Overall message – it would be very valuable to pilot the model.
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