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Overview
The Center for the Helping Professions (CHP) is a

nonprofit, 501(c)(3) organization based in
Nashville, Tennessee, which specializes in the
application of safety science and the
accompanying sciences of improvement and
implementation. CHP adapts and applies safety
science and evidence-based approaches to
enhance safety and address systems
improvement across safety-critical sectors such
as child welfare. CHP works in support of The

National Partnership for Child Safety (NPCS), a

guality 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

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

approach to inform preventive and
responsive actions, rather than basing policy
and practice decisions on emotion or
assumption. When we employ safety science,
we identify and apply lessons learned based
on the best available research and evidence.”

— Casey Family Programs

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

are not safe.



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

Role of Psychological Safety in Safety
Science

Psychological safety in a team is a necessary
component in a safety-critical workplace. In her
groundbreaking work, social scientist Amy
Edmondson, describes how giving team members a
voice is critical to safety, innovation and learning. In
workplaces that are characterized by complex
systems and high consequence decisions, such as in
healthcare, psychological safety is essential to
ensuring that staff have a voice, are empowered to
contribute, and can challenge the status quo when
it comes to work operations involving safety. A
psychologically safe work environment is one in
which employees learn from their mistakes and the
mistakes of co-workers without fear of retribution
or firing. These learnings examine errors in the
context of system failures rather than failures in
decision-making by taking a human factors
approach that recognizes that caseworkers will
make the best decisions under their current
circumstances, including experiences and
constraints. It’s important to note that, rather than
signaling a lack of accountability, workplaces that
cultivate psychological safety have high
accountability standards. They view accountability

in a fundamentally restorative rather than
retributive way, and they are always scanning for
systems vulnerabilities that contribute to problems
rather than assuming that professionals need to
simply do better.

It is important to note that trust and psychological
safety are not the same. While trust is a
component of psychological safety, psychological
safety is more grounded in group dynamics.
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According to a recent article, trust is how one

person views another while psychological safety is
how group members believe they are viewed by

Oregon’s Child Fatality Prevention and
Review Program

In Oregon, the Child Fatality Prevention
and Review Program (CFPRP) has not only
incorporated psychological safety into the
critical incident review process but is also
spreading the word about safety science
and psychological safety to Child Welfare
staff statewide. Oregon’s Critical Incident
Review Team (CIRT) process has been
transformed from one that previously
focused on individual accountability to a
process that is now centered on system
accountability. Psychological safety is
embedded into every step of a CIRT review
and survey data indicates local offices have
embraced the changes. The CFPRP’s Safe
Systems Coordinator conducts debriefs in
an environment free from judgement and
retribution and participation in the
voluntary debriefs is increasing.

others in the group. Put even more simply, trust is
created between individuals; psychological safety is
created in groups and teams.

Unfortunately, this approach of psychologically safe
learning and systems accountability is rarely the
case in child welfare. Too often in child welfare, we
see systemic factors that contribute to risk aversion
behaviors and decision-making that in turn can

harm families, including:

e A fear of liability and retribution on the
part of child welfare workers can lead to
more family surveillance and/or less
comprehensive family engagement.

e Safety and risk assessment tools and
algorithms may produce unintended


https://diversity.lbl.gov/2019/09/24/tedx-talk-on-psychological-safety/
https://www.hse.gov.uk/humanfactors/introduction.htm
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10571297/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10571297/
https://www.psychsafety.co.uk/asp-products/psychological-safety-action-pack/
https://psychsafety.co.uk/the-difference-between-trust-and-psychological-safety/

disparities in outcomes, affecting some
communities more than others.

e Subjective decision-making can be
unconsciously impacted by various

factors.

Decision-making by child welfare workers is
routinely scrutinized by media and government
leaders. In fact, 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.”

There is a 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 (the average tenure of a child welfare

system leader is 18 months) 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.
In a study from the National Child Welfare

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

Workforce Institute, they examined moral
distress experiences among 1,879 public child

welfare caseworkers.

Moral distress occurs when a professional knows
the ethically appropriate action but cannot take
that action due to internal (personal) or external
(institutional) constraints, leading to painful
feelings and psychological difficulties. Over 60
percent of caseworkers reported experiencing
moral distress, with low psychological safety (i.e.,
feeling unsafe to take risks, feeling undermined in
expertise, or being afraid to disagree with a
supervisor) identified as the main factor
associated with moral distress. The fear of
“getting it wrong” or the present of moral
distress due to systems constraints may lead
some professionals to leave child welfare work
altogether. 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.

A safety science approach in child welfare is
grounded in a safe and supportive environment
for professionals to process, share, and learn
from critical incidents to prevent additional
tragedies. Psychological safety is essential to this
process by demonstrating an agency’s
commitment to identifying systemic causes of
failure rather than seeking to assign blame to
workers. This enables workers to participate in
learning that can help us better understand how
and why decisions were made. This approach
then shifts the focus to system improvements
that will have a greater long-term impact on
saving lives, as opposed to relying on single-use

strategies like training or retribution.


https://www.bmsg.org/resources/publications/child-welfare-system-news-united-states-whats-missing/
https://www.publicconsultinggroup.com/news-perspectives/stability-and-child-protection-leadership/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10566-021-09616-2
https://ncwwi-dms.org/resourcemenu/resource-library/organizational-culture-and-climate/1605-moral-distress-ncwwi-1-page-summary/file

The Four Stages of Psychological
Safety

The four stages that are needed to achieve
Psychological Safety in the workplace have been
defined as:

e Stage 1: Inclusion safety, where you feel
safe to be yourself and are accepted for
who you are, including your unique habits
and defining characteristics.

e Stage 2: Learner safety, where you feel
safe to engage in the learning process —
asking questions, giving and receiving
feedback, experimenting and making
mistakes.

e Stage 3: Contributor safety, when you feel
safe to use your skills and abilities to
make a meaningful contribution.

e Stage 4: Challenger safety, when you feel
safe to speak up and challenge the status
guo when you think there is an
opportunity to change or improve.

Stage 1- Inclusion Safety:
Can | be my authentic self?

Stage 2 - Learner Safety: @
Can | grow?
Stage 3 - Contributor Safety: @

Can | create value?

Stage 4 - Challenger Safety:
Can | be candid about change?

Measuring Psychological Safety

Practitioners often use a safety culture survey to
measure psychological safety in a team setting.
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The NPCS uses the TeamFirst Assessment of
Safety Culture (TASC), an organizational survey
tool used to assess various aspects of culture in
child welfare jurisdictions. Typically, member
jurisdictions use this tool as a part of their
internal continuous quality improvement efforts
to better understand employees’ perceptions of
safety culture within the agency and to track how
these organizational metrics change over time.
The TASC uses a scale taken from the research
literature, developed by Amy Edmonson, to
measure psychological safety.

NPCS is working to support jurisdictions in
ongoing efforts to reduce bias and support
decision-making through the development of a
range of resources, peer-to-peer learning
opportunities, safety science/safety culture
courses and labs and the TASC survey. We have
also published a TeamFirst Field Guide for NPCS
jurisdictions that consolidates these resources.



https://www.talentmgt.com/articles/2022/03/24/creating-psychological-safety-in-teams/
https://diversity.lbl.gov/2019/09/24/tedx-talk-on-psychological-safety/
https://diversity.lbl.gov/2019/09/24/tedx-talk-on-psychological-safety/
https://nationalpartnershipchildsafety.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/TeamFirst-Field-Guide-2020.pdf

