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Risk an aspect of the individual or their Haggerty, R. {1334 "Stress and coping: a . ' J
environment that predisposes some unifying theme’ in, Haggerty, R.J. et al W h a 1- I S r l S k H 3 1
children o specific social or (eds] Stress, Risk and Resilience in o

psychological problems Children and Adolescents: Processes,

Mechanisms and Intervention, Cambridge

idemi the study of the causes, distribution . . .
Epidemiology / University Press, Cambridge.

and confrol of disease in populations

Little, M., Axford, N. and Morpeth, L.
(2000] ‘Risk and Protection in the Context
of Services for Children in Need', Child
and Family Social Work, 9, 105-117.

» How risk is used in the context of  How risk used in Common Language
epidemiology differs from the common application of

- How risk can be used as a primary building the term in parts of children’s services

block fo making a prognosis, or prediction,
or hypothesis about children’s development

In Common Language, the inferest is in risks to aspects of a child’s development. These can
be direct, for example when poor hearing leads to speech delay (diagram 1), or indirect, as
when the communication problems associated with poor hearing are translated info poor
behaviour (diagram 2). All of the lines in these diagrams are hypotheses since although,
for example, poor hearing elevates the risk of speech delay, many children with this risk go

[:0 nne Cfl ons connecting modules on to speak within the normal range. In other words, the links do not materialise for every
‘How to make a social history’ - risk and prognosis are child.
fundamental to this assessment process
‘What is need?’ - need is a snapshot of a paftern of risk
and protfective factors in a child’s life .
Diagram 1

‘What is threshaold?’ - threshold measures impairment
o development; risk is focused on the chances of
impairment

‘What is life route and process?’ - helps fo understand
how inferpretfations of risk by children, family
members and professionals influence that risk

poor hearing ) speech delay

Diagram 2

poor hearing s communication — poor hehaviour

the other lectures in this module
problems

‘What are chains of effects?’ - shows
how risks comhine and link

‘What are profective factors?’ - shows
how protective factors can reduce the
impact of a risk by inferrupting chains
of effects

exercises with this lecture
Exercise 1 - risk and
profective factors

Exercise 2 - chains of effect

maost relevant Practice Tools

Prediction has the fullest description of
how risk is used in the Common Language
and gives several illustrations of its
application in the making of clinical
assessments

Aggregating Data describes risk factors
used in planning for improved children's
services
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Common Language Training Pack module 3 number 1 - the main points

| Epidemiclogy, or the study of the incidence and
possible causes of health problems, physical and

mental, is where Common Language looks to find

an understanding of risk.

¢ Epidemiclogists are interested in the chances of
a person getting sick, and of gefting better, such
as the chances or risk of a smoker getting cancer.
An epidemiologist would say it is X fimes mare
than for a non-smoker, where X indicates the
increased risk of cancer.

3 The X'in the statement is expressing odds or
probability, meaning that not all smokers will
succumb fo the risk and develop cancer. This is
true for all risks, including those to child
development.

4 Risk is best understood when some numerical
odds can be affached fo the statement. It is better
to say a child is X times more likely to become
anfi-social than fo say a child is at risk of anfi-
social behaviour.

5 It follows that the interest is in a child being af
risk of samething, so we might talk of non-school
affendance being a risk of poor educational
oufcomes. It is unhelpful to falk about a child
being ‘at risk’.

5 It also follows that risk is used to help make a
prognosis, or to predict an oufcome or form a
hypothesis. If overcrowding always produced
parental depression then it would not be described
as arisk.

/ Epidemiologists are inferested in risks of
positive as well as of negative outcomes, such as
the risk of a woman with fertility problems getting
pregnant.

g Some risks work in tfwo directions, that is
towards impaired and healthy child development.
Overcrowding, for example, can lead to poor
behaviour but it can also help foster clase family
relationships that reduce the chance of other poor
oufcomes. This will depend fo a large extent on
cantfext.

9 In Common Language, the inferest is in risks to
impaired child development or poor child
development outcames. Risks may operafe directly
or indirectly, as in the illustration.
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10 This approach differs from the typical
application of risk in children's services in at least
three ways: Common Language (a) is concerned
with risks to impaired development, nof service
use; (b] requires specificity about what risk leads
to what outcome, and never describes a child as
being ‘at risk’; (c) encourages some indication of
how much risk there is of a poor oufcome, instead
of simply stating that a risk exists.

11 Lommon Language also encourages looking to
evidence or experts to understand: (a) whether
some aspect of a child's life creafes a risk of
impaired child development; (b) what aspect of
child development is mast likely to be impaired;
and (c) how much risk there is; and (d] why there is
a cannection between the risk and a poor outcome.
This should lead fo befter decision-making.

12 This application of the concept of risk is not an
argument for those working with children to start
making predictions: prediction is infrinsic fo
children's services. It is just a matter of making it
mare explicit and focused, mare systematic.

13 1t is extremely difficult to predict which
children in a general population will succumb fo
risks to rare impairments fo their development,
such as anorexia nervosa (affecting about five per
1,000 of the adolescent popula’rion?. This is akin o
looking for a needle in a haystack. It is less
difficult (although not easy| fo understand the
development of children faced with multiple risks.

14 The meanings that peaple atfach fo risks can
change the risk. People wearing seatbelts in cars
can feel safer, which can make them drive more
quickly, which can elevate their risk of accidents.
These issues are explored more in the
presentfafions on ‘life route’ and ‘process.

15 As will be seen, it is rare for a single risk to be
associated with a poor outcome. The lecture on
chains of effects will help clarify these points.
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