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A B S T R A C T

The over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the child protection is a serious
concern in Australia. A proportion of this group of children may have been removed from families who are
providing an adequately safe and nurturing environment, reflecting false positive errors in decision making.
Assuming this to be true, we draw on the decision-making ecology model of judgement and decision making in
child protection to speculate on possible causes of such errors. This model suggests that false positive errors
would occur if the level of risk children face is estimated to be higher than is actually the case or if the decision
threshold applied in making decisions to remove children from their family are too low. We present a discussion
of factors that could potentially influence judgements and decision thresholds, which has implications for
practice. It is argued that false positive errors are most likely to be avoided through more thorough and accurate
assessments families. When assessing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families, we argue that this requires a
theoretically grounded, culturally informed framework to improve assessments and decrease the likelihood of
false positive errors in decisions involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in Australia.

1. Introduction

In colonised countries across the world First Nation children are
over-represented in child welfare systems. This includes the US (U.S.
Department of Health & Human Services, Administration for Children
and Families, Administration on Children, Youth and Families,
Children’s Bureau, 2020), Canada (Fallon et al., 2015), New Zealand
(Cram, Gulliver, Ota, & Wilson, 2015) and Australia (Tilbury, 2009). In
Australia, the focus of the present paper, the Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2019)
reported that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in 2017–18
were eight times more likely to have received child protection services
than non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children. Notifications of
suspected child maltreatment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children were substantiated1 at a rate seven times higher than non-
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and the rate at which
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children were placed on care and
protection orders was 10 times higher for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander than non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children were placed in out-of-

home care at a rate 11 times higher than non-Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children and a third (35%) of these children in out of
home care were placed with non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
caregivers or in non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander residential
care (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2019).

In this paper we entertain the possibility that Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children may be inappropriately placed in out of home
care as a consequence of how decisions are made in the context of child
protection. Specifically, we argue that it is plausible that at least a
proportion of the decisions made are false positive errors—the removal
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children from families who are
providing an adequately safe and nurturing environment. While diffi-
cult to establish, reflecting on the possibility that false positive errors are
made when assessing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families has
the potential to highlight areas of potential concern that could be
subjected to empirical research and has implications for practice. In the
first section of the paper we draw on the Decision Making Ecology
framework (Baumann, Dalgleish, Fluke, & Kern, 2011) to guide
thinking around a range of factors that could lead to false positive er-
rors. In the second section we discuss the implications for practice.
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2. Decision making in child protection

The Decision Making Ecology (Baumann et al., 2011) provides a
framework for understanding child protection decision making. This
framework distinguishes two stages of the decision making process. In
the first stage, a judgement is made on the likelihood a child will be
harmed by their family. This may include a judgement of the level of
risk in relation to the immediate safety or the level of concern regarding
the capacity of the family to meet the longer term needs of the child
(Baumann et al., 2011). In the second stage a decision threshold is
applied in order to make a decision on a specific course of action. A
decision threshold is the line in the sand over which the child is per-
ceived to be at unacceptable risk of harm justifying a specific course of
action, and below which the risk to the child is perceived to be low
enough that the course of action is not warranted. A positive decision
(e.g., a child be removed from their family) will be made when the
perceived level of risk exceeds the decision threshold. The distinction
between the estimation of risk and the application of a decision
threshold is important as it suggests two broad causes of false positive
errors. Specifically, false positive errors can occur if (1) the level of risk2

is inaccurately judged to be higher that is actually is, or (2) the decision
threshold applied is too low (a relatively low level of risk is deemed
sufficient to decide the child should be removed from their family).

The Decision Making Ecology makes clear that a judgment is an
assessment of the current functioning of a family based on the in-
formation that is currently available (Baumann et al., 2011; Dettlaff
et al., 2011). On the other hand, decision thresholds are influenced by
factors unrelated to the functioning of the family under investigation.
Factors that can act to raise or lower decision thresholds include atti-
tudes and opinions of decision makers (individual practitioners or
teams), organisational policies and procedures and wider societal in-
fluences such as government policy and media attention on the child
protection system (Munro, 2005).

Below we consider factors that could potentially influence judge-
ments of risk and decision thresholds in the context of child protection
decisions involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families. First,
we consider factors that could lead decision makers to have concerns
about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families that are greater
than they need to be (i.e., inappropriately high judgements of risk or
inflated concerns about the family in the first step of the decision
making process). We then consider factors that may lead decision ma-
kers to apply a decision threshold that is lower than it needs to be when
making decisions in relation to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
families.

3. Judgements of risk

In this section we consider factors that might elevate the perceived
level of risk in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families who are
providing an adequately safe and nurturing family environment. These
factors include problems with standardised risk assessment procedures,
failure to appreciate cultural differences in child-rearing and applying
non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander standards of child rearing
when assessing parenting capacity.

3.1. Initial risk assessments

An initial assessment of risk focuses on the immediate safety of the
child. Many jurisdictions around the world including Australia have
adopted Structured Decision Making (SDM) tools to assist in assessing a
child’s immediate safety (Barlow, Fisher, & Jones, 2012). SDM tools

were developed to help practitioners prioritise services to children on
the grounds that specific risk factors are statistically associated with a
greater risk of child maltreatment. Importantly, the tools are heavily
loaded with items measuring historical risk factors which by definition,
can never change. Items include a history of substance misuse, prior
child protection involvement, and past incarceration of a parent.

When the presence of an historical risk factor is present, but not a
current problem, SDM tools will over-estimate risk and increase the
possibility of a false positive error. For example, a history of substance
misuse will increase the risk score even if the parent has not misused
substances for 10 years and is assessed to a be low risk for relapse.
Similarly, prior involvement with the child protection system elevates
the estimate of risk regardless of how the family is currently func-
tioning. This is a particular disadvantage for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander families who have a higher rate of involvement in the
child protection system (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare,
2019). A further SDM risk factor that is biased against Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander families is a history of incarceration. Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people are arrested and incarcerated at a
higher rate than non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
(Australian Law Reform Commission, 2017). However, this involve-
ment with the justice system can be a socially determined consequence
of systemic discrimination (e.g., incarceration resulting from non-pay-
ment of fines as a result of living under the poverty line; see Dowell,
Preen, & Segal, 2017). In this situation, the ‘risk factor’ as measured by
the SDM system will have little or nothing to do with parenting capacity
(Allen & Abresch, 2018; Joy & Beddoe, 2019).

In recognition that algorithms used in SDM systems can lead to
erroneous estimates of risk (Camasso & Jagannathan, 2013), practi-
tioners are able to apply professional judgement to ‘over-ride’ the es-
timates of risk calculated by the SDM algorithmics (Barlow et al., 2012).
In Queensland, the SDM system has been modified in an attempt to
ensure cultural influences specifically related to Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander families are take into account using professional judg-
ment. These modifications include acknowledgement of cultural dif-
ferences in attitudes towards child independence, earlier age at which
children take responsibility, cultural authority within kinship/clan
groups, cultural responsibilities and the passing on of knowledge or
skills (Queensland Government Department of Child Safety Youth and
Women, 2019c). Taking these cultural factors into consideration is
important but there are many other important cultural differences in
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander child rearing that require a high
level of cultural capability on the part of non-Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander practitioners to appreciate (Featherstone, 2017). Further,
there is little information on the extent to which these cultural nuances
are actually taken into account in the context of child protection de-
cision making involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families.
Research involving qualitative analysis of rationales provided for over-
rides would help determine whether over-rides lead to an increase or
decrease in classifications of risk, whether the rate of over-rides vary
between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous fa-
milies, and whether cultural factors are indeed appropriately con-
sidered in making an over-ride.

Two final points on SDM tools are worth noting. First, the predictive
validity of SDM tools are evaluated according to their success in pre-
dicting whether there is a recurrence of maltreatment (Coohey,
Johnson, Renner, & Easton, 2013). To be considered culturally equi-
table, risk ratings based on SDM tools should predict subsequent re-
currence similarly for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families. It is notable that Jenkins,
Tilbury, Hayes, and Mazerolle (2018) found Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander status was a stronger predictor of recurrence than a
rating of ‘high risk’ on the SDM tool, raising concerns on the cultural
appropriateness of SDM tools in Australia. Second, while SDM tools are
most suited to assessing immediate risk of harm rather than the longer
term needs of the family, the classification of risk can influence

2We use the term ‘level of risk’ for the sake of argument. The same argument
applies to judgements in relation to the ‘level of concern’ or ‘extent of problems
in the family’ and so on.
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subsequent thinking about a family. It is well documented that practi-
tioners faced with the stress of high work load and pressure of time to
make a decision may overlook relevant information about a family and
search for information that confirms a prior judgement (Bartelink, van
Yperen, ten Berge, de Kwaadsteniet, & Witteman, 2014; Munro, 1999;
Roets & Van Hiel, 2007). Thus, when a SDM tool classifies a family as
high risk based on historical risk factors a negative perception of the
family can be created potentially influencing how professional judge-
ment is applied in any subsequent assessment of the family, such as an
assessment of parenting capacity.

3.2. Assessment of parenting capacity

Assessments of parenting capacity focus on the longer-term needs of
children and the capacity of parents and family to meet those needs. An
assessment of parenting capacity may be hindered by an inability to
engage with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families and failure to
appreciate cultural differences in child rearing (see Byers, Kulitja,
Lowell, & Kruske, 2012). Indeed, concerns have been raised that non-
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander child protection workers can hold
stereotyped views of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families and
lack cultural knowledge making them ill-equipped to conduct culturally
informed assessments of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families
(Bessarab & Crawford, 2010; Ryan, 2011).

The key point to be made in this section that we discuss in more
detail below, is that accurate judgements of risk and assessment of the
needs of families should be based on thorough assessments that are
guided by a theoretically sound and culturally informed framework of
child development and family functioning.

4. Decision thresholds

As explained above, the second step of the decision-making process
that can lead to false positive errors is applying a decision threshold
that is too low. Below we consider factors that could lead to in-
appropriately low thresholds being applied in decisioning relating to
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and their families.

Decision thresholds are influenced by many factors at the individual
practitioner, organisational and governmental level (Munro, 2005), but
these are generally fuelled by two competing motivations that have
been conceptualised as two ends of a continuum (see Fluke, Corwin,
Hollinshead, & Maher, 2016). One end of the continuum represents a
motivation to keep children safe through removal from their family to
ensure children do not remain in unsafe environments. This child safety
orientation (or bias) is associated with a low decision threshold (less
evidence that the child is at risk is needed to justify removal). The other
end of the continuum represents a motivation to keep the child in the
family. This family preservation orientation is driven by the belief that
separation of children from their families, however brief, is traumatic
and damaging and should be avoided whenever possible (see Morton,
2016). A family preservation orientation is associated with a high de-
cision threshold (more evidence that the child is at risk is needed to
justify removal).

Since the early days of colonisation, government policies in
Australia have resulted in a high rate of removal of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander children from their families. In the language of
the Decision Making Ecology a decision to remove children in the early
stages of colonisation was driven by decision thresholds and had
nothing to do with judgements of risk. During the era of assimilation
Government policies were aimed at absorbing Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children with ‘mixed-blood’ into non-Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander society and eliminate their Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander identity. There was no requirement that evidence of
maltreatment be established to justify removal (Human Rights and
Equal Opportunity Commission, 1997). It was only in the 1940′s that
child welfare law was applied to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander

children, at which point, to justify removal, it was necessary to establish
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children were ‘neglected’, ‘desti-
tute’ or ‘uncontrollable’. This was not hard as Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander families were not provided with financial support from
the government at the time, and poverty was seen to be synonymous
with neglect (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission,
1997). Stereotyped views of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander fa-
milies being unable to meet the needs of their children were prevalent
resulting in an extreme child protection orientation. The actual level of
risk children faced was irrelevant given the basic assumption that re-
moval was in the best interests of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 1997).
Such extreme views take time to change and once engrained can linger,
even if not explicitly expressed. The extent to which stereotyped views
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families continue to influence
decisions is unknown and an important topic for empirical research.

In recent times, concerns at the organisational level regarding the
over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in
the child protection system have put pressure on child protection sys-
tems in Australia to shift towards a family preservation orientation. For
example, in the preamble of a 2013 report into the child protection
system in Queensland (Queensland Child Protection Commission of
Inquiry, 2013) the commissioner wrote “The risk-averse ‘better safe
than sorry’ culture that has sprung up over the last 10 years has been
only too evident during this inquiry. To children, a loved parent is much
more than the worst thing the parent has ever done them: most children
are better off being cared for haphazardly by a loved parent than in
someone else’s family or a state-run facility” (page xiii). While not
specifically referring to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families, it
is an explicit statement recommending an organizational shift towards a
family preservation orientation that would be expected to decrease the
rate of removal of children of in Queensland.

If the change in policy was to shift decision thresholds, the result
should have been a reduction in the rate of substantiated notifications
and removal of children. Interestingly, since the publication of the re-
port there has been a decrease in the rate of substantiations and little
change in the rate of removal of non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children in Queensland. However, there has been a slight in-
crease in the rate of both substantiations and removal of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander children (Queensland Government Department of
Child Safety Youth and Women, 2019b, 2019a). One explanation for
this disparity is that the change in government policy and practices
resulted in the desired shift in decision thresholds towards family pre-
servation for decisions involving non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Is-
lander families, but not for decisions involving Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander families. Prior research suggests different thresholds
have been applied to decisions based on ethnicity. In a study of decision
making within the Department of Family and Protective Services in
Texas, Rivaux et al. (2008) found that risk assessment scores were lower
for Black children compared to White children. This was true for cases
that were closed, referred for family support and cases in which the
children were removed. Regression analyses found that race predicted
decisions to provide services or remove children even when controlling
for level of assessed risk and poverty. Specifically, families of White
children were more likely to be referred to family support services
while children of Black families were more likely to be removed. The
authors drawing on the Decision Making Ecology model argued that it
was not a cultural bias in assessing risk that lead to the higher rate of
Black children being removed, but rather a difference in the decision
thresholds being applied in the decision making process. The authors
speculated that removal was seen to be the only choice as family sup-
port services were not available in Black communities. It seems likely
that perceiving removal to be the only option, which had the effect of
lowering the decision threshold for Black families, may well have re-
sulted in false positive errors. Whether there are similar factors oper-
ating in Australia that drive decision makers to adopt a lower decision
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threshold when making decisions involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander families compared to decisions involving non-Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander families is an important focus for future research.

5. Decision making and uncertainty

The distinction between the two steps of the decision making pro-
cess (judgements of risk and applying a decision threshold) has been
highlighted so far to make the point that each is influenced by a dif-
ferent set of factors. Understanding this leads to the suggestion that
research would be helpful in better understanding how these various
factors operate to influence judgements and decision thresholds.
However, the distinction is important in making another important
point. Specifically, that the distinction is of greatest importance when
there is a high level of uncertainty in the judgement used to make a
decision. When there is complete certainty in a judgement, decision
thresholds have little influence. To explain, consider that judgements
are based on the information that is available about a family. In practice
there may be insufficient information available to feel confident a de-
cision can be made with a reasonable level of certainty. It is not unusual
to perceive a level of risk but also observe strengths in the family. Under
these conditions the estimated level of risk will not be clearly high or
low. The Decision Making Ecology informs us that under these condi-
tions of uncertainty (moderate risk), it is quite possible a judgement
will not exceed the high decision threshold of a decision maker who has
a family preservation orientation, or the low decision threshold asso-
ciated with a child preservation orientation. Thus, for a moderate level
of risk, the decision threshold held by the decision maker will de-
termine the decided course of action rather than the judgement of risk.
On the other hand, when risk is clearly very high or very low, the level
of risk is likely to fall above or below any decision threshold. To il-
lustrate, consider a situation in which there was clear evidence a child
was at high risk of harm. Further, that any improvement in family
functioning was assessed to be extremely unlikely. The judgement that
the level of risk is very high would likely exceed even the decision
threshold of a decision maker with a strong family preservation bias,
leading to agreement that removal is the most appropriate course of
action.

The implication for practice is that assessments should be suffi-
ciently thorough to ensure a high level of certainty that the judgement is
correct. Unfortunately, it is well documented that child protection
practitioners vary greatly in how they make sense of information that is
available and can be overly confident that their appraisal of a family’s
situation is correct (Benbenishty et al., 2015; Spratt, Devaney, & Hayes,
2015). Research has also found that cognitive heuristics can be used to
fill in gaps in knowledge, artificially raising confidence that a correct
decision is being made when insufficient information is available
(Enosh & Bayer-Topilsky, 2015; Munro, 1999). This can be com-
pounded if a group of decisions makers (incorrectly) agree on the level
of risk, the consensus creating an apparent, but false sense of certainty
(Aspinall & Cooke, 2013). In the case of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander families, a lack of cultural knowledge may also lead to in-
appropriate interpretation of information. Thus, there a need for a
framework to guide how the information obtained during the course of
an assessment can lead to accurate, unbiased and culturally informed
decisions.

6. Culturally informed judgements and decisions in child
protection

A recommendation of the National Inquiry into the Separation of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children from their Families,
Bringing Them Home Report (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission, 1997) was that all levels of child protection decision-
making in relation to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children be
transferred to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. This

recommendation was to ensure assessments were culturally informed
and culturally safe. While the recommendation has not been adopted in
Australia, state Governments have made attempts to involve the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community in decision making.
For example, in Queensland Section 5C of the Child Protection Reform
Amendment Act 2017 include the principles that Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people have the right to self-determination and that the
long-term effect of a decision on the child’s identity and connection
with the child’s family and community must be taken into account.
Further that five ‘child placement principles’ are applied in relation to
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children. The goal of these prin-
ciples is to ensure the enhancement and preservation of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander children's connection to family and community
and sense of identity and culture. The Act also includes the principle
that an independent Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander entity should
facilitate the participation of the child and the child’s family through
the decision-making process. In 2017 The Queensland Government in-
troduced the Our Way strategy to address the overrepresentation of
Indigenous Australian children in the child protection system
(Department of Communities, 2017) and is trialling community lead
initiatives as part of this. One example, the HALT collective aims to
ensure decisions are culturally appropriate and that Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander children stay connected with community and
culture (Queensland Government Department of Child Safety Youth and
Women, 2020). An early evaluation of the scheme found that 98% of 60
families referred were living with family members (Queensland
Government Department of Child Safety Youth and Women, 2020).

While the ideal would be that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
community controlled services take the lead in all child protection
matters involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families, in
practice the majority of professionals involved in child protection de-
cision making in Australia are non-Indigenous (see Bennett, 2015).
There is a clear need that this workforce has a high level of cultural
capability to work effectively with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
families. Unfortunately, research has found non-Indigenous social
workers feel ill-equipped and lack confidence in their ability to work
with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families (Bennett, Redfern, &
Zubrzycki, 2018; Gair, 2017). Duthie et al. (2014) raised the concern
that social work practice focuses on individualistic values, pathology,
and solutions as opposed to a collective perspective. They suggest that if
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander issues and knowledge is margin-
alised in social work education, there is the possibility Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander issues would also be marginalised in practice.
These arguments are true for other related disciplines. It was only in
2019 that the Australian Psychology Accreditation Council endorsed
guidelines to ensure Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledges
are embedded within undergraduate and postgraduate level psychology
education (Dudgeon et al., 2016). It will take some years for these
guidelines to be implemented and research is needed to evaluate the
impact of the guidelines on student learning (Mills, Creedy, & West,
2018). In the meantime, non-Indigenous practitioners working in the
child protection field require professional development opportunities to
acquire cultural capability. A recent review of the literature on cultural
competency training programs concluded that there was strong evi-
dence programs could improve knowledge, attitudes, confidence and
skills among health professionals, but there was little evidence avail-
able to determine whether these improvements translate into clinical
practice (Jongen, McCalman, Bainbridge, & Clifford, 2018).

We suggest a further problem with ‘cultural capability’ training is
that it is often offered as a special supplement with little attempt to
show how the cultural training sits in relation to Western approaches.
One solution would be to offer bi-cultural training.
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7. A bi-cultural approach for working with Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander families

In this section we suggest that an understanding Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander models of SEWB and cultural differences in child
rearing combined with a comprehensive framework for assessing fa-
milies has the potential to improve judgements of risk, and therefore
the potential to lower the over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children in the child protection system.

In Australia, a National Strategic Framework for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Peoples' Mental Health and Social and Emotional
Wellbeing was published with the aim of improving the mental health
and social and emotional wellbeing (SEWB) outcomes for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander individuals, families and communities
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2017). While acknowledging that
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s understanding of SEWB
varies between different cultural groups, the National Strategic Fra-
mework provides a model of social and emotional wellbeing that is
generally applicable (Gee, Dudgeon, Schultz, Hart, & Kelly, 2014). The
term ‘social and emotional wellbeing’ used in the model refers to the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander holistic concept of physical and
mental health. SEWB is considered to be strengthened by a sense of
connection to each of seven domains (body; mind and emotions; family
and kin; community; culture; country; and spirituality and ancestors).
SEWB is diminished when cultural connections are weak. Importantly,
Gee et al. (2014) framework of SEWB recognises that historical and
contemporary social determinants impact SEWB. Many of these de-
terminants are the consequences of colonisation. Past and present
government policies had the effect of disrupting connection to country,
community and culture placing many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Is-
lander people at a disadvantage in Australian society and lead to in-
tergenerational trauma (Atkinson, 2002). A recent review of the out-of-
home care system in New South Wales found that ‘intergenerational
trauma’ was a key concept that permeated the report (Davis, 2019).
Manifestations of intergenerational trauma include issues such as
mental health problems, domestic violence and substance misuse. A key
recommendation of the report was that intergenerational trauma
should not be interpreted as abuse or neglect to justify removal of
children, but as something that should be addressed with appropriate
therapeutic support (Davis, 2019).

In addition to understanding the enduring impact of colonisation, it
is essential that all parties involved in the assessment and decision
making process involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families
are aware of and take in account cultural differences in child rearing
practices (Featherstone, 2017; Kruske, Belton, Wardaguga, & Narjic,
2012; Lohoar, Butera, & Kennedy, 2014; Smith, Christie, Tari-Keresztes,
Gupta, Stephens, Wallace, & Caton-Graham, 2020; SNAICC, 2011). A
third (34%) of substantiated notifications for Indigenous children in
Queensland were for neglect, compared to 20% for non-Indigenous
children (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2019). Whether
the higher rate is related to failure to appreciate cultural differences in
child rearing practices is unknown but has been suggested as possible
contributing factor (Davis, 2019). SNAICC (2011) pointed out that
Aboriginal families provide children with space and encouragement to
explore and take risks as part of the process of developing responsi-
bility, independent learning and life skills. However, this could be
misconstrued as a failure to protect children from harm through a non-
Indigenous lens. This was illustrated in an ethnographic study of well-
functioning Indigenous families in which Featherstone (2017) observed
in a home visit how the front yard of a family’s house looked disorderly,
with broken toys strewn around the yard. On the surface this might
have looked potentially dangerous and indicate a lack of concern about
what the children were playing with. When questioned, one parent said
“there’s still a use for broken toys; the yard may look like chaos and yet
they are all still useable in some form…. let them have fun, be creative
in how they make use of the toys’. For the parents the toys were a means

of promoting ‘outside of the box’ thinking, important for the develop-
ment of creativity. The same family expressed joy and pride in seeing
their two-year-old “flying down that hill with no back wheels on his
scooter”—what they saw as an important part of developing the
courage to confront challenges. The child had never suffered a serious
injury. Similarly, Indigenous children are respected as members of a
community who are encouraged to express their independent views and
take on caring roles for siblings and other community members.
Through a non-Indigenous lens that might be misconstrued as a failure
to adequately discipline children because they don’t appear to respond
to the authority of adults, or that the children are neglected by parents
because they are cared for by siblings (SNAICC, 2016).

In addition to acknowledging Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
perspectives on SEWB, the impact of colonisation and cultural differ-
ences in child rearing, we suggest that it is important to examine how
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives are different from,
but overlap with the Western models of child development and family
functioning taught as part of professional training. While we ac-
knowledge assessments of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children
and families run the risk of over-estimating risk if not culturally in-
formed, Western models of child and family functioning are not in-
compatible with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspective.
We discuss this below with reference to the Integrated Theoretical
Framework, a framework for working with families that draws on at-
tachment theory (Bowlby, 1982), the concept of emotional availability
(Biringen, 2004), neurobiological models of stress and trauma (McEwen
& Gianaros, 2010; Porges, 2011; Repetti, Robles, & Reynolds, 2011) and
the ecological model of child development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

The Integrated Theoretical Framework (ITF) draws on empirical
research demonstrating the quality of the parent-child relationship
(Biringen, Derscheid, Vliegen, Closson, & Easterbrooks, 2014), parental
expectations of the child (Young et al., 2018), providing a stimulating
environment (Ronfani et al., 2015), routines (Fiese et al., 2002) and
monitoring the child’s safety, all have an important and direct influence
on a child’s development. From an ecological perspective, indirect in-
fluences are seen to have a significant impact on a family’s functioning
(financial stress, housing problems, the availability of childcare, op-
portunities for work and safety of the neighbourhood etc). If particu-
larly stressful, these indirect influences can potentially erode the ca-
pacity of parents to be consistently sensitive and responsive to their
children’s needs, adhere to routines and monitor their children’s safety.
A comprehensive assessment of family functioning requires considera-
tion both the direct parting influences and the wider social ecological
influences. However, it is also important to acknowledge that the ne-
gative influence of external adversity can be mitigated by the re-
sourcefulness of the parents (e.g., capacity to regulate their emotional
state, problem solve and engage with practical and emotional support).
This is important to recognise as parent’s living in adverse circum-
stances (e.g., low SES, deprived neighbourhood) may well be suffi-
ciently resourceful to ensure a high quality parenting despite the ad-
versity. A framework for assessing families that does not entertain the
possibility that successful child outcomes are possible despite adversity
runs the risk of equating poverty and other ‘risk factors’ with neglect.

What is common to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander model
of social and emotional wellbeing and the ITF is that wellbeing and
parental functioning are seen to be influenced by historical and con-
temporary social determinants. Whereas the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander model of SEWB in concerned with how social determi-
nants are detrimental to the mental and physical health of individuals,
the ITF is concerned with their influence on parenting capacity.
Further, both the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander model of SEWB
and the ITF acknowledge the importance of an individual or parent’s
resourcefulness to cope with adversity. Resourcefulness as defined by
the ITF (the parent’s ability to manage their own emotional state,
problem solving skills and availability of social support is common to
all parents. The resourcefulness that comes from strong connections to

P.H. Harnett and G. Featherstone Children and Youth Services Review 113 (2020) 105019

5



family, community, culture and country is unique to Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander families.

8. Conclusion

Policies and procedures in child protection do not align well with
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander approaches to child rearing and
models of SEWB. In the assessment of parenting capacity cultural dif-
ferences in child rearing practices can be ignored or misconstrued as
‘risk factors’. Protective factors, such as connection to culture and
community are not sufficiently appreciated. If non-Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander practitioners are not sufficiently trained in cul-
tural differences in child-rearing, Western models of parenting will be
used, at least implicitly, to guide investigations when assessing
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families. This is particularly
troubling if practitioners hold stereotyped views of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander families. The Decision-making Ecology model
informs us that decisions made under conditions of uncertainty are
prone to bias and that the only way to eliminate bias is to increase
certainty through accurate assessments. We argue that a culturally in-
formed framework to guide assessments of families is one strategy that
has the potential to decrease the over-representation of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander families in the child protection system in
Australia.

Declaration of Competing Interest

PH is the co-developer of the Parents under Pressure (PuP) program.
The PuP program is owned and disseminated by Griffith University.
Proceeds from dissemination are distributed in accordance with Griffith
University policy. Surplus funds from training contracts are used to
support research activities associated with the PuP program. GF has no
conflicts of interest to disclose.

References

Allen, D., & Abresch, C. (2018). Confronting adversity: MCH responds to ACEs. Maternal
and Child Health Journal, 22(3), 283–287. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10995-018-
2455-8.

Aspinall, W. P., & Cooke, R. M. (2013). Quantifying scientific uncertainty from expert
judgement elicitation. In J. Rougier, S. Sparks, & L. Hill (Eds.). Risk and uncertainty
assessment for natural hazards (pp. 64–99). Cambridge University Press. https://doi.
org/10.1017/CBO9781139047562.005.

Atkinson, J. (2002). Trauma trails, recreating song lines: The transgenerational effects of
trauma in Indigenous Australia. Melbourne: Spinifex Press.

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2019). Child protection Australia 2017-18.
Child welfare series no. 70. Cat. no. CWS 65. Australian Government.

Australian Law Reform Commission (2017). Pathways to Justice—Inquiry into the
Incarceration Rate of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, Final Report No
133. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.

Barlow, J., Fisher, J. D., & Jones, D. (2012). Systematic review of models of analysing sig-
nificant harm. Oxford: Oxford University.

Bartelink, C., van Yperen, T. A., ten Berge, I. J., de Kwaadsteniet, L., & Witteman, C. L. M.
(2014). Agreement on child maltreatment decisions: A nonrandomized study on the
effects of structured decision-making. Child and Youth Care Forum, 43(5), 639–654.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10566-014-9259-9.

Baumann, D. J., Dalgleish, L. I., Fluke, J. D., & Kern, H. (2011). The decision making
ecology. Washington, DC: American Humane Association.

Benbenishty, R., Davidson-Arad, B., López, M., Devaney, J., Spratt, T., Koopmans, C., ...
Hayes, D. (2015). Decision making in child protection: An international comparative
study on maltreatment substantiation, risk assessment and interventions re-
commendations, and the role of professionals’ child welfare attitudes. Child Abuse and
Neglect, 49, 63–75. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.03.015.

Bennett, B. (2015). “Stop deploying your white privilege on me!” Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander engagement with the Australian Association of Social Workers.
Australian Social Work, 68(1), 19–31. https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2013.
840325.

Bennett, B., Redfern, H., & Zubrzycki, J. (2018). Cultural responsiveness in action: Co-
constructing social work curriculum resources with Aboriginal communities. British
Journal of Social Work, 48(3), 808–825. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcx053.

Bessarab, D., & Crawford, F. (2010). Aboriginal practitioners speak out: Contextualising
child protection interventions. Australian Social Work, 63(2), 179–193. https://doi.
org/10.1080/03124071003717663.

Biringen, Z. (2004). Raising a secure child: Creating an emotional connection between you and

your child. New York: The Berkley Publishing Group.
Biringen, Z., Derscheid, D., Vliegen, N., Closson, L., & Easterbrooks, M. A. (2014).

Emotional availability (EA): Theoretical background, empirical research using the EA
Scales, and clinical applications. Developmental Review, 34(2), 114–167. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.dr.2014.01.002.

Bowlby, J. (1982). Attachment and loss. Volume I Attachment. Second Edition. New York:
Basic Books.

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.

Byers, L., Kulitja, S., Lowell, A., & Kruske, S. (2012). ‘Hear our stories’: Child-rearing
practices of a remote Australian Aboriginal community. Australian Journal of Rural
Health, 20(6), 293–297. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1440-1584.2012.01317.x.

Camasso, M. J., & Jagannathan, R. (2013). Decision making in child protective services: A
risky business? Risk Analysis, 33(9), 1636–1649. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1539-
6924.2012.01931.x.

Commonwealth of Australia (2017). National strategic framework for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples’ mental health and social and emotional wellbeing
2017–2023. Canberra: Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet.

Coohey, C., Johnson, K., Renner, L. M., & Easton, S. D. (2013). Actuarial risk assessment
in child protective services: Construction methodology and performance criteria.
Children and Youth Services Review, 35(1), 151–161. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
childyouth.2012.09.020.

Cram, F., Gulliver, P., Ota, R., & Wilson, M. (2015). Understanding overrepresentation of
indigenous children in child welfare data: An application of the drake risk and bias
models. Child Maltreatment, 20(3), 170–182. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1077559515580392.

Davis, M. (2019). Family is culture: Independent review of Aboriginal children and young
people in out-of-home care in New South Wales. Sydney.

Department of Communities (2017). Our Way: A generational strategy for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander children and families, 2017–2037. Brisbane: Queensland
Government.

Dettlaff, A. J., Rivaux, S. L., Baumann, D. J., Fluke, J. D., Rycraft, J. R., & James, J.
(2011). Disentangling substantiation: The influence of race, income, and risk on the
substantiation decision in child welfare. Children and Youth Services Review, 33(9),
1630–1637. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2011.04.005.

Dowell, C. M., Preen, D. B., & Segal, L. (2017). Quantifying maternal incarceration: A
whole-population linked data study of Western Australian children born 1985–2011.
Australian and New Zealand Journal of Public Health, 41(2), 151–157. https://doi.org/
10.1111/1753-6405.12613.

Dudgeon, P, Darlaston-Jones, D., Phillips, G., Newnham, K., Brideson, T., Cranny, J., …
Page, S. (2016). Australian Indigenous Psychology Education Project Curriculum
Framework. Retrieved from http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/.

Duthie, D., King, J., & Mays, J. (2014). Raising awareness of Australian Aboriginal peo-
ples reality: Embedding Aboriginal knowledge in social work education through the
use of field experiences. International Education Journal: Comparative Perspectives,
12(1), 197–212.

Enosh, G., & Bayer-Topilsky, T. (2015). Reasoning and Bias: Heuristics in safety assess-
ment and placement decisions for children at risk. British Journal of Social Work,
45(6), 1771–1787. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bct213.

Fallon, B., Chabot, M., Fluke, J. D., Blackstock, C., Sinha, V., Allan, K., & MacLaurin, B.
(2015). Exploring alternate specifications to explain agency-level effects in placement
decisions regarding Aboriginal children: Further analysis of the Canadian Incidence
Study of Reported Child Abuse and Neglect Part C. Child Abuse and Neglect, 49,
97–106. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.04.012.

Featherstone, G. (2017). Because I’m Black: What makes for well-functioning Aboriginal
families in Brisbane (The University of Queensland). https://doi.org/10.14264/uql.
2017.441.

Fiese, B. H., Tomcho, T. J., Douglas, M., Josephs, K., Poltrock, S., & Baker, T. (2002). A
review of 50 years of research on naturally occurring family routines and rituals:
Cause for celebration? Journal of Family Psychology, 16(4), 381–390. https://doi.org/
10.1037/0893-3200.16.4.381.

Fluke, J. D., Corwin, T. W., Hollinshead, D. M., & Maher, E. J. (2016). Family preservation
or child safety? Associations between child welfare workers’ experience, position, and
perspectives. Children and Youth Services Review, 69, 210–218. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.childyouth.2016.08.012.

Gair, S. (2017). Pondering the colour of empathy: Social work students’ reasoning on
activism, empathy and racism. British Journal of Social Work, 47(1), 162–180. https://
doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcw007.

Gee, G., Dudgeon, P., Schultz, C., Hart, A., & Kelly, K. (2014). Social and emotional
wellbeing and mental health: An Aboriginal perspective. In P. Dudgeon, M. Milroy, &
R. Walker (Eds.). Working together: Aboriginal and torres strait islander mental health
and wellbeing principles and practice(Revised Edition). Canberra: Commonwealth of
Australia.

Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (1997). Bringing them home: Report
of the national inquiry into the separation of aboriginal and Torres strait islander
children from their families. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.

Jenkins, B. Q., Tilbury, C., Hayes, H., & Mazerolle, P. (2018). Factors associated with
child protection recurrence in Australia. Child Abuse and Neglect, 81, 181–191.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2018.05.002.

Jongen, C., McCalman, J., Bainbridge, R., & Clifford, A. (2018). Cultural competence
strengths, weaknesses and future Dfrections. In Cultural competence in health: A
review of the evidence (pp. 115–125). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-5293-
4_8.

Joy, E., & Beddoe, L. (2019). ACEs, cultural considerations and ‘common sense’ in
Aotearoa New Zealand. Social Policy and Society, 18(3), 491–497. https://doi.org/10.
1017/S1474746419000046.

P.H. Harnett and G. Featherstone Children and Youth Services Review 113 (2020) 105019

6

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10995-018-2455-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10995-018-2455-8
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139047562.005
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139047562.005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0030
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10566-014-9259-9
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0040
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.03.015
https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2013.840325
https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2013.840325
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcx053
https://doi.org/10.1080/03124071003717663
https://doi.org/10.1080/03124071003717663
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0065
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0065
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2014.01.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2014.01.002
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0080
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0080
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1440-1584.2012.01317.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1539-6924.2012.01931.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1539-6924.2012.01931.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2012.09.020
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2012.09.020
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077559515580392
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077559515580392
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2011.04.005
https://doi.org/10.1111/1753-6405.12613
https://doi.org/10.1111/1753-6405.12613
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0135
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bct213
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.04.012
https://doi.org/10.14264/uql.2017.441
https://doi.org/10.14264/uql.2017.441
https://doi.org/10.1037/0893-3200.16.4.381
https://doi.org/10.1037/0893-3200.16.4.381
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.08.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.08.012
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcw007
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcw007
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0165
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0165
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0165
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0165
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0165
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2018.05.002
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-5293-4_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-5293-4_8
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746419000046
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746419000046
s968854
Highlight



Kruske, S., Belton, S., Wardaguga, M., & Narjic, C. (2012). Growing up our way.
Qualitative Health Research, 22(6), 777–787. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1049732311432717.

Lohoar, S., Butera, N., & Kennedy, E. (2014). Strengths of Australian Aboriginal cultural
practices in family life and child rearing. Melbourne: Australian Institute of Family
Studies.

McEwen, B. S., & Gianaros, P. J. (2010). Central role of the brain in stress and adaptation:
Links to socioeconomic status, health, and disease. Annals of the New York Academy of
Sciences, 1186, 190–222. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-6632.2009.05331.x.

Mills, K., Creedy, D. K., & West, R. (2018). October 1). Experiences and outcomes of
health professional students undertaking education on Indigenous health: A sys-
tematic integrative literature review. Nurse Education Today, 69, 149–158. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2018.07.014.

Morton, T. (2016). “Foster Care vs. Family Preservation” is the wrong debate. Retrieved
from https://chronicleofsocialchange.org/ featured/16584/16584.

Munro, E. (1999). Common errors of reasoning in child protection work. Child Abuse and
Neglect, 23(8), 754–758.

Munro, E. (2005). Improving practice: Child protection as a systems problem. Children
and Youth Services Review, 27(4), 375–391. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.
2004.11.006.

Porges, S. W. (2011). The Polyvagal Theory: Neurophysiological foundations of emotions,
attachment, communication, and self-regulation. New York: W. W. Norton and
Company.

Queensland Child Protection Commission of Inquiry (2013). Taking responsibility: A
roadmap for Queensland child protection. Brisbane: Queensland Child Protection
Commission of Inquiry.

Queensland Government Department of Child Safety Youth and Women (2019a). Living
away from home. Retrieved from https://www.csyw.qld.gov.au/child-family/our-
performance/ongoing-intervention-phase/living-away-home.

Queensland Government Department of Child Safety Youth and Women (2019b).
Substantiations. Retrieved from https://www.csyw.qld.gov.au/child-family/our-
performance/investigation-assessment-phase/substantiations.

Queensland Government Department of Child Safety Youth and Women (2019c). What is
structured decision making? Retrieved from https://www.csyw.qld.gov.au/
childsafety/child-safety-practice-manual/structured-decision-making/what-
structured-decision-making.

Queensland Government Department of Child Safety Youth and Women (2020). The
HALT Collective. Retrieved March 16, 2020, from https://www.csyw.qld.gov.au/
campaign/supporting-families/news/news-articles?id=k7b73cow&start=1.

Repetti, R. L., Robles, T. F., & Reynolds, B. (2011). Allostatic processes in the family.

Development and Psychopathology, 23(3), 921–938. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S095457941100040X.

Rivaux, S. L., James, J., Wittenstrom, K., Baumann, D., Sheets, J., Henry, J., & Jeffries, V.
(2008). The intersection of race, poverty, and risk: Understanding the decision to
provide services to clients and to remove children. Child Welfare, 87(2), 151–168.

Roets, A., & Van Hiel, A. (2007). Separating ability from need: Clarifying the dimensional
structure of the Need for Closure Scale. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin,
33(2), 266–280. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167206294744.

Ronfani, L., Vecchi Brumatti, L., Mariuz, M., Tognin, V., Bin, M., Ferluga, V., Knowles, A.,
Montico, M., & Barbone, F. (2015). The complex interaction between home en-
vironment, socioeconomic status, maternal IQ and early child neurocognitive de-
velopment: A multivariate analysis of data collected in a newborn cohort study. PLoS
ONE, 10(5), 1–13. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0127052.

Ryan, F. (2011). Kanyininpa (holding): A way of nurturing children in Aboriginal
Australia. Australian Social Work, 64(2), 183–197. https://doi.org/10.1080/
0312407X.2011.581300.

Smith, J., Christie, B., Tari-Keresztes, N., Gupta, H., Stephens, D., Wallace, T., & Caton-
Graham, P. (2020). Promising practice guide: Improving the social and emotional
wellbeing of young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with severe and
complex mental health needs. Darwin: Menzies School of Health Research.

SNAICC. (2011). Growing up our way: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander child rearing
practices matrix. Melbourne: SNAICC.

SNAICC. (2016). Stronger safer together: A reflective practice resource and toolkit for
services providing intensive and targeted support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander families. Melbourne: SNAICC.

Spratt, T., Devaney, J., & Hayes, D. (2015). In and out of home care decisions: The in-
fluence of confirmation bias in developing decision supportive reasoning. Child Abuse
and Neglect, 49, 76–85. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.01.015.

Tilbury, C. (2009). The over-representation of indigenous children in the Australian child
welfare system. International Journal of Social Welfare, 18(1), 57–64. https://doi.org/
10.1111/j.1468-2397.2008.00577.x.

U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, Administration for Children and Families,
Administration on Children, Youth and Families, Children’s Bureau (2020). Child
Maltreatment 2018. Retrieved from https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/research-data-
technology/statistics-research/child-maltreatment.

Young, A., Pierce, M. C., Kaczor, K., Lorenz, D. J., Hickey, S., Berger, S. P., ... Thompson,
R. (2018). Are negative/unrealistic parent descriptors of infant attributes associated
with physical abuse? Child Abuse and Neglect, 80, 41–51. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
chiabu.2018.03.020.

P.H. Harnett and G. Featherstone Children and Youth Services Review 113 (2020) 105019

7

https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732311432717
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732311432717
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0195
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0195
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0195
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-6632.2009.05331.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2018.07.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2018.07.014
https://chronicleofsocialchange.org/eatured/16584/16584
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0215
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0215
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2004.11.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2004.11.006
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0225
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0225
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0225
https://www.csyw.qld.gov.au/child-family/our-performance/ongoing-intervention-phase/living-away-home
https://www.csyw.qld.gov.au/child-family/our-performance/ongoing-intervention-phase/living-away-home
https://www.csyw.qld.gov.au/child-family/our-performance/investigation-assessment-phase/substantiations
https://www.csyw.qld.gov.au/child-family/our-performance/investigation-assessment-phase/substantiations
https://www.csyw.qld.gov.au/childsafety/child-safety-practice-manual/structured-decision-making/what-structured-decision-making
https://www.csyw.qld.gov.au/childsafety/child-safety-practice-manual/structured-decision-making/what-structured-decision-making
https://www.csyw.qld.gov.au/childsafety/child-safety-practice-manual/structured-decision-making/what-structured-decision-making
https://www.csyw.qld.gov.au/campaign/supporting-families/news/news-articles%3fid%3dk7b73cow%26start%3d1
https://www.csyw.qld.gov.au/campaign/supporting-families/news/news-articles%3fid%3dk7b73cow%26start%3d1
https://doi.org/10.1017/S095457941100040X
https://doi.org/10.1017/S095457941100040X
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0260
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0260
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0190-7409(19)31467-7/h0260
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167206294744
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0127052
https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2011.581300
https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2011.581300
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.01.015
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2397.2008.00577.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2397.2008.00577.x
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/research-data-technology/statistics-research/child-maltreatment
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/research-data-technology/statistics-research/child-maltreatment
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2018.03.020
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2018.03.020

	The role of decision making in the over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the Australian child protection system
	Introduction
	Decision making in child protection
	Judgements of risk
	Initial risk assessments
	Assessment of parenting capacity

	Decision thresholds
	Decision making and uncertainty
	Culturally informed judgements and decisions in child protection
	A bi-cultural approach for working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families
	Conclusion
	Declaration of Competing Interest
	References




