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Chief Practitioner’s welcome 
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‘You’d never get a plane off the ground if you only focused on reasons it crashed.’ Instead, Professor Eileen Munro, in her recent visit to Victoria asked her audience to consider ‘Why did the plane stay up this time?’ Considering what we can learn from our successes is just one way we can contribute to building a just and collaborative learning culture. 

Eileen’s visit to Victoria was initiated by Ashley Malpass Strategic Project Manager, East Division and sponsored by Mary Reid, Director Child Protection East division. Her visit was perfectly timed amidst the roll out of the SAFER Children framework guided professional judgement training. Our refreshed practice approach recommits to the principles of Eileen’s work including the importance of working towards the type of culture that best allows professional judgement approaches to flourish. 

Eileen spoke about the pressure on child protection practitioners to be somehow superhuman. In reality, we know that we cannot control or predict human behaviour, and we are all fallible. What we can control is the humility, respect and attention we bring to our work with families. Eileen presented at several forums across the state, elaborating on her recent article on decision-making in uncertainty[footnoteRef:1].This article has been distributed to all child protection practitioners as part of the professional judgement training. The article reinforces guided professional judgement as the most effective approach to child protection practice and reinforces the vital importance of creating a supportive, just, learning and collaborative culture to support practitioners to work best within the complex role of child protection practice.  [1:  Munro, E. (2018) Decision-making under uncertainty in child protection: Creating a just and learning culture. Child and Family Social Work. 2018; 1-8.] 


In this bulletin, we hear from Rebecca Eberle, Principal Practitioner, Ovens Murray Area about the significance of Eileen’s messages for her and her colleagues. 
Principal Practitioner reflection 
I have been following Professor Eileen Munro’s work since I was introduced to her at university as a “social work and child protection guru” and have been lucky to be introduced to Eileen’s concept of a “just and supportive culture” in child protection over the past year via our Director, Mary Reid.  As a social worker and Principal Practitioner, my focus is and has always been on finding ways to promote human rights and relationship-based practice. Hearing Eileen speak at our East Division forum was an empowering and validating experience. While I felt like I had a good understanding of the just culture principles, I appreciated the opportunity to hear Eileen elaborate on these and to discuss the principles with my colleagues, especially as we have been participating in the professional judgement training which draws strongly on Eileen’s work. As with all ideas and frameworks, the challenge is in implementation and ensuring these principles become part of our day-to-day practice and way of being. This is a challenge for all of us, but it is a choice that we have the power to make.

In discussions with colleagues following on from the forum, I was interested to learn that some leaders and practitioners think that cultural change will not occur unless it comes from the “top”. Their view was that nothing will change if we continue to be blamed or questioned for poor outcomes and if our compliance and administrative burdens remain the same. I do understand this; however, I disagree. I believe that we can all act right now to implement a supportive and just culture in our practice every day.  For me, it is less of a separate framework and more of a way of “being” in my work and my life. 

This month I met with fourteen new practitioners from Ovens Murray and Goulburn Areas. We had an excellent discussion about how each of us has the power to start implementing the supportive and just culture principles in our work with families, with our colleagues and with other service providers.   

The discussion with practitioners about decisions being made under conditions of uncertainty and within the context of continual organisational pressure, struck a nerve. Our new practitioners have noticed a culture of blame that can manifest in several ways including practitioners criticising previous assessments and decisions. They have noticed a culture of blaming other services for not doing what we think they should be doing. It is easy to blame others and to be judgemental about previous decisions but when we take a step back and use the just culture principles, we can see that the decision was made in a different context, by different practitioners and based on the information, knowledge, experience and resources that they had at the time. 

The other principle that resonated strongly with the new practitioners was the need to learn from our successes as well as failures. Focusing only on deficits and “failures” is demoralising and depressing. In line with Eileen’s principles, our new practitioners are keen to focus on strengths and progress in order to engage families and empower them to help their children be safer.  

Rebecca Eberle
Principal Practitioner, Ovens Murray

Discussion prompts

Rebecca writes about the willingness of new practitioners to challenge themselves to implement the just culture and supportive principles in their practice and within their sphere of influence.

What do you see as your “sphere of influence”? 

How might you challenge yourself to implement the just culture principles within this sphere?
Risk principles 
Professor Munro has articulated the principles below to contribute towards creating a supportive, just and collaborative learning culture within child protection.
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	Principle 1: The child’s safety and wellbeing come first
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	Principle 2: Decisions have to be made in conditions of uncertainty
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	Principle 3: Harm and benefits have to be balanced
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	Principle 4: Jude practice by the quality of decision making not the outcome
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	Principle 5: Take account of the context in which decisions are made
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	Principle 6: The standard expected of an individual is that of a group of peers comparable in experience
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	Principle 7: Learn from successes as well as failures
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	Principle 8: Good information sharing is key to good risk assessment
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	Principle 9: Encourage and support staff



If you have any feedback or ideas about what you would find useful to include in the bulletin, please email officeofprofessionalpractice@dhhs.vic.gov.au  
To receive this publication in an accessible format phone 03 9096 9999, using the National Relay Service 13 36 77 if required, or email Office of Professional Practice officeofprofessionalpractice@dhhs.vic.gov.au Authorised and published by the Victorian Government, 1 Treasury Place, Melbourne. © State of Victoria, Department of Health and Human Services October 2019.
Available at the Good Practice Bulletin page of the DHHS Providers website http://providers.dhhs.vic.gov.au/good-practice-bulletin
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