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Child Welfare
Communications

Overview

The Center for the Helping Professions (CHP) is a

“Safety science in the context of child
protection means using an evidence-based

nonprofit, 501(c)(3) organization based in

Nashville, Tennessee, which specializes in the approach to inform preventive and

application of safety science and the responsive actions, rather than basing policy

accompanying sciences of improvement and and practice decisions on emotion or

] ) ) assumption. When we employ safety science,
implementation. CHP adapts and applies safety

we identify and apply lessons learned based
science and evidence-based approaches to on the best available research and evidence.”

enhance safety and address systems
— Casey Family Programs

improvement across safety-critical sectors such
as child welfare. CHP works in support of The

National Partnership for Child Safety (NPCS), a quality improvement collaborative of more than 35 state,

county and tribal child-serving jurisdictions. Since 2018, the NPCS has been working across jurisdictions
to focus on applying safety science and sharing data to develop strategies in child welfare to improve
safety and prevent child maltreatment fatalities. Members of the NPCS have a shared goal of
strengthening families, promoting innovations and a public health response to reducing and preventing
child maltreatment and fatalities. This concept integrates a broad spectrum of partners and systems to
identify, test, and evaluate strategies to provide upstream, preventative, and earlier intervention

supports and services that can strengthen the building blocks of healthy families. NPCS is working to



https://centerforthehelpingprofessions.org/
https://nationalpartnershipchildsafety.org/
https://nationalpartnershipchildsafety.org/
https://www.casey.org/safety-science-child-welfare/

build a child protection system that both helps families before a crisis occurs as well as acts decisively

when children are not safe.

Importance of Sustained Communications

Child Safety Forward is a five-year national initiative funded by the Department of Justice’s Office for

Victims of Crime (OVC) to reduce child abuse and neglect fatalities and injuries through a collaborative,
community-based approach. The five demonstration sites included: Cook County Health in lllinois;
Indiana Department of Health; Michigan Department of Health and Human Services; St. Francis Hospital
in Hartford, Connecticut; and Sacramento County, California’s Child Abuse Prevention Council. Both
Indiana and Michigan are also members of the NPCS.

Over the course of the initiative, three conditions surfaced that became integral to the strategy and
learning process. They included: the importance of moving parents into positions of power; a focus on

racial equity and justice; and the importance of sustained communications to achieving systems change.

The condition of sustained communications was tied to the very real challenges demonstration sites
experienced in navigating their own internal communications structures as well as how to create a
narrative in public space about risk and protective factors. The needs assessments conducted by the
demonstration sites highlighted stigmatizing and biased perspectives that keep families from accessing
the supportive structures they need to keep their children safe and thriving at home. To counter these
biases, strong, intentional communications strategies are needed internally and externally to shift the
status quo. Over the course of the planning year, demonstration sites and their partners developed a
high level of interest and awareness of the importance of how to frame childhood adversity, prevention,
and resilience using metaphors and concepts that have been tested and proven to spark acceptance and

buy-in.
Impact of Media Scrutiny on Child Welfare Workforce

America is facing a child welfare workforce crisis. Some child welfare agencies are reporting vacancies as
high as 35-45 percent of their workforce, particularly among child abuse and neglect investigations.
Turnover rates have soared, with studies showing that almost half of child welfare staff leave their jobs
within two years. Schools of Social Work are also reporting drops in enrollment, which means the

pipeline for future child welfare workers is also shrinking.

Significant stressors that can impact the child welfare workforce include high caseloads, work-related
traumatic stress, and emotional exhaustion, but an underlying stressor that is rarely addressed is the

impact of intense media scrutiny.
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https://www.social-current.org/engage/child-safety-forward/
https://www.scribd.com/document/348871652/The-Cost-of-Social-Worker-Turnover?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=bing&utm_campaign=3Q_Bing_Search_Beta_NB_US&utm_term=scribd&utm_device=c&msclkid=6497329728b31e8bf52c5616e57f2ccf%22%20%EF%BF%BDHYPERLINK%20%22https://www.scribd.com/document/348871652/The-Cost-of-Social-Worker-Turnover?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=bing&utm_campaign=3Q_Bing_Search_Beta_NB_US&utm_term=scribd&utm_device=c&msclkid=6497329728b31e8bf52c5616e57f2ccf
https://www.cswe.org/getattachment/726b15ce-6e63-4dcd-abd1-35d2ea9d9d40/2020-Annual-Statistics-On-Social-Work-Education-in-the-United-States.pdf?lang=en-US

A study from Berkeley Media Studies Group found that a majority of reporters cover the child welfare
system solely through a crime lens. According to the study: “News about the child welfare system was
driven by tragic stories of individual cases of harm and death, painting a picture of a system that is failing,
inadequate, or, at best, overwhelmed. When solutions to issues in the child welfare system were

discussed, the focus was on punitive, after-the-fact measures in response to high-profile incidents.”

All too often, these stories feature quotes and comments from law enforcement officials rather than
child welfare professionals. They generate a very common cycle in child welfare coverage: the tragic
story of a child death known to the child welfare system makes headlines in local media coverage (and
sometime national coverage depending on the facts of the case). Local politicians are moved to act and
child welfare agency leaders either lose their jobs or depart under the intense scrutiny. The leadership
changes but the system stays the same.

This punitive and reactive finger-pointing can lead to risk aversion among child welfare workers and has

increased rates of family separations, even as rates of child fatalities do not decrease. The fear of

scrutiny or “getting it wrong” leads some professionals to leave child welfare work altogether, and the
prevailing narrative of child welfare work through a crime lens means many young students, who are

interested in social work, ultimately chose other professions.

That is not to say that scrutiny in the face a child death is not warranted. In fact, the opposite is true, but
with the caveat that scrutiny and stories about what went wrong should be accompanied by a focus on
solutions. Too often, this scrutiny lacks any context for improving child welfare systems leaving readers
to believe that these child deaths are simply inevitable.

The Importance of Shifting Mindsets to Support Systems Change

Our nation’s response to child maltreatment is currently undergoing a dramatic shift from the traditional
child welfare systems that step in after harm has occurred to a child and family well-being system that
offers community pathways to deliver families the support they need to thrive before harm occurs to a
child. As this movement gains momentum, this in the child welfare field must work to engage in
sustained and strategic communications that shift public mindsets about what our child-serving systems

could and should be.

We are at a unique moment in history. The global pandemic has touched the lives of so many and helped
Americans understand that every family can experience adversity from time to time. Our deepening
understanding of what it takes to weather this storm has led to groundbreaking policies such as the
expanded Child Tax Credit, which contributed to lifting 2.9 million children out of poverty in 2021. We
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https://www.bmsg.org/resources/publications/child-welfare-system-news-united-states-whats-missing/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10566-021-09616-2

are more primed than ever before to think about economic and family supports to tackle child welfare in
a way that emphasizes supporting families over separating them.

This emerging and growing conversation around economic and financial realities for families includes
greater understanding about the importance of social determinants of health, food security, housing
security, benefits cliffs, and more. These represent a new policy paradigm and mindset shift that will
need to be supported through broad-based communications to secure buy-in from all Americans.

While Americans agree that child abuse and neglect is unacceptable, and we are more likely than ever to
consider child development as an important policy issue, it can be difficult to build the public
understanding and political commitment necessary for primary prevention approaches. To the public,
providing family supports and services, as well as other preventative measures, can seem disconnected
from the visible symptoms of child abuse and neglect. And although the movement toward a child and
family well-being system is gaining momentum, as champions for children and families, we continue to
encounter persistent dilemmas in how to frame child abuse and neglect, including deciding what to say,
how to say it, and how to move people to action through these messages.

Reframing Childhood Adversity Building Better Childhoods

Toolkit
In 2021, Prevent Child Abuse America and Social Current it Gl o Rl
Childhood Adversity is intended to
support organizations in their
interaction with media, the
general public and other

engaged The FrameWorks Institute to update their framing
recommendations around child abuse prevention, which

were originally developed in 2004. The result was a new

strategic brief, Reframing Childhood Adversity: Promoting

Upstream Approaches. At a high level, the strategic brief

calls for child adversity to be framed as a public issue, a
preventable problem, and a solvable problem. To make the
case for the policies and strategies we need to ensure that
every child grows up in a safe, stable, and nurturing
environment, our framing needs to widen the lens to
include the factors that shape those environments. To build
a broader constituency for those approaches, the story we
tell must spark a sense of collective responsibility and offer
a sense of hope. FrameWorks makes six strategic

recommendations to achieve this.

stakeholders when speaking about
childhood adversity. It is based on
the February 2021 framing brief
entitled “Reframing Childhood
Adversity: Promoting Upstream
Approaches” developed by the
FrameWorks Institute, in
partnership with Prevent Child
Abuse America and Social Current.
It includes key messages, videos,
social media posts, and template
media materials that can aid you
in communicating about
prevention in the context of child
welfare.
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https://www.social-current.org/reports/reframing-childhood-adversity-promoting-upstream-approaches/
https://www.social-current.org/reports/reframing-childhood-adversity-promoting-upstream-approaches/
https://buildingbetterchildhoods.org/
https://preventchildabuse.org/resources/frameworks-institute-reframing-childhood-adversity-promoting-upstream-approaches/
https://preventchildabuse.org/resources/frameworks-institute-reframing-childhood-adversity-promoting-upstream-approaches/
https://preventchildabuse.org/resources/frameworks-institute-reframing-childhood-adversity-promoting-upstream-approaches/

A Public Issue

1. Make the story one where we all have a stake and a N
role in outcomes that matter \ A

2. Show how external conditions “get under the skin” to
shape health, development, and outcomes g

A Preventable Problem NN DAE

3. Emphasize the dynamism of development
4. Talk about preventing an overload of stress on families

A Solvable Problem

5. Don't talk about the impact of adversity without also explaining people’s capacity for
resilience

6. Always include a proven or promising policy-level solution

Media outlets have a role to play in helping us achieve these goals by widening the lens with which you
view child welfare and by focusing on ways in which child welfare systems are supporting the shift to a
preventative, population health approach. This includes advancing safety culture and promoting
evidence-based family-preserving practices such as home visiting and increasing access to economic
supports for families.

Conclusion

Ultimately, this work will help to strengthen families, promote innovations in safety culture, and, most
importantly, reduce and potentially prevent future tragedies from child maltreatment.
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