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Mindful Organizing

Overview
The Center for the Helping Professions (CHP) is a “Safety science in the context of child
nonprofit, 501(c)(3) organization based in protection means using an evidence-based

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

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

policy and practice decisions on emotion or

accompanying sciences of improvement and assumption. When we employ safety
science, we identify and apply lessons
learned based on the best available

implementation. CHP adapts and applies safety

science and evidence-based approaches to . )
research and evidence.

enhance safety and address systems

improvement across safety-critical sectors such health response to reducing and preventing child

as child welfare. CHP works in support of The maltreatment and fatalities. This concept

National Partnership for Child Safety (NPCS), a

integrates a broad spectrum of partners and

quality improvement collaborative of more than systems to identify, test, and evaluate strategies

35 state, county and tribal child-serving to provide upstream, preventative, and earlier

jurisdictions. Since 2018, the NPCS has been intervention supports and services that can

working across jurisdictions to focus on applying strengthen the building blocks of healthy families.

safety science and sharing data to develop NPCS is working to build a child protection

strategies in child welfare to improve safety and system that both helps families before a crisis

prevent child maltreatment fatalities. Members occurs as well as acts decisively when children

of the NPCS have a shared goal of strengthening are not safe.

families, promoting innovations and a public



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

Safety Science and Mindful Organizing in Child
Welfare

Safety science is an evidence-based approach to
learning that seeks to expands the scope beyond
an individual case to a systemwide
comprehensive analysis. The NPCS leverages a
safety science approach in child welfare by using
a standardized critical incident review process,
coupled with data analysis across multiple
jurisdictions, to identify systemic challenges that
serve as barriers to child safety and family well-
being. Safety science provides a framework and
processes for child protection agencies to
understand the inherently complex nature of the
work and the factors that influence decision-
making. It also provides a safe and supportive
environment for professionals to process, share,
and learn from critical incidents to prevent

additional tragedies.

Safety science helps child protection agencies
move from an organizational culture focused on
blame to one of open dialogue and
accountability, with staff input and feedback
viewed as critical to solving an organization’s
underlying systemic issues. Mindful organizing, a
core strategy for creating safety culture in child
welfare organizations, is characterized by
improving practice and work processes and
leveraging the unique skills and talents of
colleagues. Ultimately, mindful organizing
enables a team to anticipate and respond to
unexpected events rapidly and effectively. While
fairly new to child welfare, mindful organizing is
widely used in other high-risk fields of work like
wildland firefighting and health care and is best
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Safety Culture and Huddles in Vermont

Certain events in the life of a case are predictably
emotional and intense, and involve high risk, high
consequence decision-making. Emergency
removals of children from homes are such
events.

Huddles help teams by streamlining
communication, honoring divergent
perspectives, sharing workload, increasing
physical safety, building confidence and
competence, reducing workload over the long-
term and improving outcomes for children and
families. In Vermont, anytime a child enters
foster care, all professionals and leaders
responsible for next steps huddle to best ensure
the child and family’s needs are honored so that
the first foster caregivers identified are the best
ones to serve the family until they are reunited.
They do this to avoid unnecessary and traumatic
disruptions in foster placement.

when baked into the habits of how professionals
interact during important decision-making.

Mindful Organizing Teaming Practices

NPCS offers child welfare professionals strategies
and tactics for integrating mindful organizing in a
public health approach that advances a safety
culture in child welfare. In a Casey Family
Programs brief, they outline two strategies that
provide opportunities for the team engage in
mindful organizing both before and after a
situation occurs: huddles and debriefs.

Huddles are short, action-oriented meetings that
help teams plan ahead. Huddles give teams an
opportunity to meet prior to a high-risk or high-
consequence decision to review work processes,
share information, identify areas of concern, ask
guestions, clarify team roles, and ensure
everyone is on the same page. The huddle is not


https://www.casey.org/mindful-organizing/
https://3.basecamp.com/5306518/buckets/26774799/documents/4750452205

a time for the team to make decisions without a
family, it is instead is a chance for team members
to get organized around child and family-

centered work.

The NPCS Safety Culture workgroup tested and
shared the TeamFirst Field Guide strategy of

Huddles. Through a comprehensive testing and
improvement process, the workgroup found that
huddles are a highly effective tool to use to

minimize disruptions and ensure that any

placements are the best option for the child.

Planning forward is an essential aspect of building
and supporting a safety culture. Rather than
being reactive to situations and events, a huddle
allows a team to be proactive. Using huddles
increases the likelihood that decisions will be
thoughtful, intentional, systematic, and
collaborative rather than last minute and made

alone under pressure.

Debriefs are opportunities for a team to meet to
discuss unwanted outcomes or events. For
example, teams often debrief after unpetitioned
bench orders that place children from an open
case into custody. These debriefs provide
intentional opportunities to learn, reflect, and
pass that learning on to others in order to
strengthen future family preservation efforts.
Another example is to debrief after agency
involvement with a family closes but then quickly
reopens. Holding debriefs on the basis on an
event (e.g., bench order, family re-engagement)
increases psychological safety and learning by
lowering the threshold for speaking up. Debriefs
in such a context are not triggered because
someone violated a policy or made a mistake but
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rather because a family’s needs were potentially

unmet.
MINDFUL ORGANIZING
What it is p::?:c:v« teams. u:‘:r:::;:v. plan, lnn:vn:n.
and h other
“Mindful Organizing is a team- RS Eptet e
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teams to manage complexity

and bias in decision-making"
Sutcliffe, 2011

respond to unexpected events

Mindful Organizing is grounded in shared
d equity
qui

Why it matters

arly research tells us Mindful Organizing is related to

How we measure Mindful Organizing

When giving a report to another
employee, we usually discuss what
to look out for

My team spends time identifying
activities we do not want to go
wrong

My team discusses alternatives to
improve how we go about our
normal work activities

My team has a good understanding
of each other’s skills and talents

We discuss our unique skills with
each other so we know who has
relevant specialized skills and
knowledge

My team talks about mistakes
and ways to learn from them

When errors happen, my team
discusses how we could have
prevented them

When we attempt to solve a
problem in my team, we take
advantage of the unique skills of
our colleagues

When a problem occurs in m
team, we all get together to figure
out the solution

Situation-Background-Assessment-
Recommendation (SBAR), another tool used in
mindful organizing, helps process safety-critical
information and communicate information more
clearly. It also standardizes a cadence for
professionals to speak up with their assessments
and recommendations. For example, attorneys
may only want to hear from supervisors because
they believe caseworkers provide too much
information or offer details that are not
organized in a useful way. Teams have found that
this structured tool assists caseworkers and
supervisors in more effectively sharing
information with other stakeholders by helping
them be more succinct, professional, and detail-

oriented in their communications.


https://nationalpartnershipchildsafety.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/TeamFirst-Field-Guide-2020.pdf
http://www.ihi.org/resources/Pages/Tools/SBARToolkit.aspx
http://www.ihi.org/resources/Pages/Tools/SBARToolkit.aspx

Mindful Organizing to Build Resilience

Mindful organizing behaviors help the team build
resilience and provide enhanced services to
children and families. A team that utilizes mindful
organizing builds habits and opportunities to plan
ahead and reflect back, which may include
discussing potential sources of system failure,

guestioning assumptions and perceived wisdom

about the work, discussing ways to learn from
errors and near misses, and drawing on and

deferring to each other’s expertise when needed.

Positive affirmation is a key principle in mindful
organizing that decreases burnout and improves
performance, as are the six enduring habits of

mindful organizing:

1. Make candor and respect a precondition
to teamwork.

2. Spend time identifying what could go
wrong.

3. Talk about mistakes and ways to learn
from them.
Test change in everyday work activities.

5. Develop an understanding of “who knows
what” and communicate clearly.

6. Appreciate colleagues and their unique
skills.

Mindful Organizing as a Tool in Employee
Retention

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 staff. Turnover rates have
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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 number of

future child welfare workers is also shrinking.

Studies have shown a direct link between
employee retention and an organizational culture
grounded in mindful organizing. By investing
resources and time in supporting and engaging
the workforce through mindful organizing and
other teaming strategies, jurisdictions can reduce
turnover and more positively impact outcomes
for children and families. Mindful organizing also
supports better decision-making and care
delivery for teams, which leads to better child
safety and improved family well-being.

Implementation Considerations

Leadership is crucial to enabling the conditions
for a psychologically safe organization that
promotes trust, accountability, and continuous
learning. Mindful organizing requires that leaders
demonstrate how they think about and learn
from mistakes or unintended consequences.
Agencies can take steps to structure events
where leaders model trust, respect, openness,
learning, and social connectedness; and
implement processes that emphasize improved
decision-making rather than punishment and
blame. Leaders also can enhance the use of
mindful organizing behaviors by hiring staff based
on their interpersonal skills as well as their
technical capabilities and develop robust training
plans to help strengthen staff’s interpersonal
skills and build a shared language across the

organization. In particular, hiring and training


https://praedfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/TeamFirst-ToolKit_031919-FINAL.pdf
https://praedfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/TeamFirst-ToolKit_031919-FINAL.pdf
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
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12144-022-03702-x

efforts that emphasize the skills of prosocial and learn from critical incidents to prevent
motivation and emotional ambivalence have additional tragedies.
been found to contribute to success in mindful

organizing.

Impact of Mindful Organizing on Child Welfare
Outcomes

In a conference poster from Chapin Hall at the
University of Chicago and the University of
Kentucky Center for Innovation in Population
Health, authors looked at the impact of mindful
organization on child welfare decision-making.
Their findings indicate that child welfare systems
operate in complex, high hazard domains with a
focus on minimizing catastrophic failures and to
maximizing children’s well-being. Use of mindful
organizing by caseworkers was associated with
more positive child welfare outcomes and can be

used to inform system-level changes.

Safety Science and Mindful Organizing in Child
Welfare

Safety science is an evidence-based approach to
learning that seeks to expands the scope beyond
an individual case to a systemwide
comprehensive analysis. The NPCS leverages a
safety science approach in child welfare by using
a standardized critical incident review process,
coupled with data analysis across multiple
jurisdictions, to identify systemic challenges that
serve as barriers to child safety and family well-
being. Safety science provides a framework and
processes for child protection agencies to
understand the inherently complex nature of the
work and the factors that influence decision-
making. It also provides a safe and supportive

environment for professionals to process, share,

‘ 4
N "J For more information visit www.nationalpartnershipchildsafety.org
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