Using Literature Reviews in the California Child and Family Services Review (C-CFSR)

Introduction

Literature reviews synthesize recent research and summarize themes, trends, best practices and gaps in the information available on a specific topic.  For managers and administrators in child welfare, literature reviews can provide valuable information about key factors related to system improvement:

· social work models associated with improvement in specific child welfare outcomes;
· social work practices associated with barriers to improved outcomes;
· organizational elements associated with improved outcomes.
Assessing the Quality of a Literature Review
Literature reviews range from simple compilations of available literature to comprehensive meta-analysis of multiple studies across many sites.  When using a literature review to inform practice, it is important to consider the quality and relevance of the information contained in the literature review carefully.  Some key factors to look for in a literature review are:

· The literature review should include a methodology section listing the search terms and databases used to gather the information.  The search terms should be directly related to the topic and the databases should be scholarly in nature rather than general (e.g.; CSA/Illumina rather than Google).

· The sources used in the literature review should be scholarly, peer reviewed, research-based articles.  Many peer-reviewed articles in the social work literature are theory-based, in that they articulate an underlying theory or understanding of how a particular practice works.  While these are valuable and may be included in a literature review, empirically-based articles (i.e. those that are based on collecting data and examining it scientifically) should be used to determine whether a practice is effective or not. 
· The literature review should include an assessment of the rigor of the research used to reach conclusions.  Ideally, the review would include information for each study discussed in the review, and note the research design, details such as sample size and any concerns about the data.   At a minimum, the literature review should include an overall assessment of the quality of the research in the area, as well as a summary of the limitations of the research in terms of its generalizability to other populations.
· The literature review should rely on recent research.  Sometimes older research is used if the findings from the older study are not contradicted by later work and are used to lay the foundational premise for newer research.  Some research articles are “classic” in nature even though they were written many years ago, and these should be included in a literature review.  Literature that is more than 10 years old should be evaluated to determine if it is still relevant to practice.
Literature Reviews and the Peer Quality Case Review (PQCR)
Literature reviews are a valuable tool in the PQCR process.  Counties select their PQCR focus areas because they have identified a need to improve their work in a particular area.  A review of the recent literature can highlight related research that may provide a framework for their inquiry as they explore the factors associated with practice in the focus area.  The identified factors can then guide the PQCR team in the development of the PQCR interview tools.
For example, if a county selected “Reunification within 12 Months” as the focus for their PQCR, they would be interested in finding out key social work practices associated with successful reunification within 12 months.  A review of the recent literature would lead to information such as the quote below from the Children’s Bureau Issue Brief “Family Reunification: What the Evidence Shows.”
 
Parent-child visitation. Research supports the significance of parent-child visitation as a predictor of family reunification. A study of reunification in a sample of 922 children aged 12 and younger found that children who were visited by their mothers were 10 times more likely to be reunited (Davis, Landsverk, Newton, & Ganger, 1996).

Effective visitation practice goes far beyond attention to the logistics of scheduling and transportation; it provides an opportunity to build parental skills and improve parent-child interaction. Studies suggest that visitation should have a therapeutic focus. Thus, it is important that anyone supervising visits has clinical knowledge and skills (Haight, Sokolec, Budde, & Poertner, 2001).

Armed with this research regarding the importance of visitation and specific skill building activities during visitation, the PQCR team might choose to include questions on the interview tool related to frequency of visitation, the visitation environment and therapeutic activities for conducting supervised visitation.
Literature Reviews and the County Self Assessment (CSA)
During the CSA process, counties may find it helpful to review relevant literature to inform their discussion of outcomes in the county.  A literature review may be particularly helpful to frame discussions related to safety, permanence and well-being outcomes significantly below standard; outcomes with trend changes; or outcomes with a persistent trend away from the desired direction.  The available research may serve to support anecdotal evidence from within the county about county performance in particular areas, but the research may also debunk myths about best practices that are passed along through cohorts of social workers over time but do not positively impact outcomes.
For example, child welfare social workers, administrators and managers reviewing reunification rates and considering associated factors may tend to focus on services directed at specific problems such as anger management, substance abuse or parenting skills and the availability or success of these programs in treating specific problems.  A review of the literature would reveal that while this focus is important, the county may need to also focus on provision of concrete assistance to families:
Concrete services. The provision of concrete services such as food, transportation, and assistance with housing and utilities has been demonstrated to be an important aspect of family reunification services. A study reviewing effective family-centered service models (Wells & Fuller, 2000) identified concrete services as critical elements of practice. The most effective programs studied not only provided services to meet concrete needs, but offered families instruction in accessing community resources so that they could do so independently in the future. 

Literature Reviews and the System Improvement Plan (SIP)
The SIP process allows counties to develop plans for achieving improvement in priority outcome areas.  The SIP identifies planned activities with a logical connection to a specified outcome.  Counties also use the SIP to document improvement goals, defining how much change they expect to see in each outcome as a result of the planned activities.  Choosing practice changes that actually impact performance on outcomes can be challenging.  The SIP team may have good ideas about practices that will improve outcomes, but seeking out practices from the literature that have demonstrated effectiveness will increase the likelihood of actually improving performance.

Logic models and literature reviews can both be used to approach the selection of practice changes systematically and efficiently.  Literature reviews are essential to identify the kind of practice changes that are truly effective.  Developing a logic model helps to delineate the specific methods by which proposed changes from the SIP will improve performance.   More information on the use of logic models can be found in the System Improvement Plan Facilitation Tool Kit http://calswec.berkeley.edu/CalSWEC/SIPFacilitationToolsFinal.pdf
Counties must also assure that the plans they make are cost effective and likely to result in the successful improvement of outcomes for families.  Toward that end, literature reviews can identify successful practice models and provide key implementation information.
For example, a review of literature related to practice models with improved reunification rates would reveal a model with supporting evidence from Michigan.  Since 1992, Michigan has been providing a special program to promote reunification and prevent re-entry.  The program has been studied extensively in terms of efficacy and cost.  It has expanded from a pilot to a statewide program provided to the majority of children in care in the state.  A review of available literature about the program reveals seven key services: 
· Assessment;

· Case management;

· Transportation services;

· 24-hour service availability;

· Flexible funds;

· In-home services;

· Two staff (one master's level, one bachelor's level) for each family. 

The literature notes that program participants reunify at a higher rate than others who did not participate (73% vs. 69%) and were more likely to remain reunified (81% vs. 60%). 

Additionally, the literature reveals a cost incentive for the program:

Cost-effectiveness. The agency calculated that it saved more than $5,000 per family for those participating in the Family Reunification Program (more than half of the cost for a child in the control group). The average cost per child was $3,830 to return a child in the treatment group home, including 6 months of services and 12 months of follow-up. The cost for the same 18-month period was approximately $9,113 per child in the comparison group, due to more frequent contacts and more re-entries into care after reunification.

In addition to logic models and literature reviews, counties can gather valuable information about SIP strategies via the California Evidence-Based Clearinghouse (http://www.cachildwelfareclearinghouse.org/).  The Clearinghouse provides detailed information about specific social work practice models and services along with a ranking system for showing the level of empirical support for each program.

For example, a county focusing on improving timely reunification might look to the Clearinghouse for potential programs and find the following entry regarding Project Connect:

Project Connect is rated a "3 - Promising Research Evidence" on the Scientific Rating Scale based on the published, peer-reviewed research available. 
Olsen, L. J. (1995). Services for substance abuse-affected families: The Project Connect Experience. Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal, 12(3), 183-196

Type of Study: Pretest/Posttest with nonrandomized matched comparison group
Number of participants: 66 intervention parents, 176 children
Data from families receiving the Project Connect program was compared to data from families not receiving it, but who also had identified parental substance abuse problems. Progress on treatment was assessed for the Project Connect group using a 5 - point scale and average progress for parents rose from 2.2 to 3.6. Family risk scales were given at intake and case closure. Habitability of residence, caretaker mental health, knowledge of childcare and substance abuse risk scores improved significantly. Placement experiences for 76 Project Connect children were compared to 80 state-involved children who had similar substance abuse problems. More Project Connect children were reunified after placement and duration of placement was shorter. Kinship care was also available for the 74% of Project Connect children whose mothers entered residential treatment.

By incorporating logic models, literature reviews and evidence based practice information from literature reviews in the SIP process, counties will be more likely to succeed in efforts in improve outcomes for families.
Finding Relevant Literature or Literature Reviews 
Counties are supported in the C-CFSR process by CDSS consultants and Regional Training Academies.  Both of these support systems can facilitate access to recent child welfare studies and literature reviews.  

There are several online resources for literature reviews:

· the CDSS web page for the Outcomes and Accountability Bureau http://www.dss.cahwnet.gov/cfsweb/PG1356.htm has links to several literature reviews;

· the US Department of Health and Human Services Child Welfare Information Gateway http://www.childwelfare.gov/index.cfm has many links to literature related to child welfare outcomes;

· the website for Children’s Division of American Humane http://www.americanhumane.org/protecting-children/programs/family-group-decision-making/re_annotated_bibliography/literature-reviews.html has a variety of literature reviews on child welfare practice related topics;

· the Casey Family Programs website http://www.casey.org/Resources/Publications/#bestpractices has many articles related to best practice; 

· the Northern Training Academy website http://humanservices.ucdavis.edu/academy/ has several literature reviews on subjects of interest for counties in the C-CFSR process;

· The California Social Work Education Center website http://calswec.berkeley.edu/CalSWEC/CCFSR1.html has several literature reviews available on topics related to outcome improvement:

· The California Evidence-Based Clearinghouse http://www.cachildwelfareclearinghouse.org/ provides detailed reviews of programs and rates them based on available empirical evidence.[image: image1][image: image2][image: image3]
� This document is intended to guide county staff in the use of literature reviews.  It does not provide information on the creation of literature reviews.  CalSWEC’s guide for writers of literature reviews is forthcoming.  
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