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Introduction
On 30 April 2009, the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) endorsed the National Framework for Protecting Australia's Children 2009-2020 (the National Framework). One of the priority actions under the National Framework is the development of a National Research Agenda for protecting children.  

This National Research Agenda has been developed to identify research opportunities and priorities and expand the evidence base around issues in Australia relevant to protecting children from abuse and neglect. It is intended not only for use by government to inform future policy and service delivery in the Australian context, but for use by academics and practitioners to stimulate research, partnerships and collaboration in the child protection sector. In so doing, the National Research Agenda should encourage efficiencies, and contribute to building a cohesive Australian evidence base.  

The National Research Agenda will operate from 2011-12 to 2013-14 at which time it will be reviewed. It will underpin the strategic outcomes identified in the National Framework. Reporting on its progress will be included in the National Framework Annual Report to COAG. 

The National Research Agenda is an initiative of Community and Disability Services Ministers. The National Research Agenda has been developed between Commonwealth, state and territory governments, and the non-government sector.  

Process for developing the National Research Agenda
The aim of the National Research Agenda is not to identify every possible research question that relates to the very broad concept of protecting children. Rather, the aim is to identify those research areas for which an evidence base is needed to fill a high priority gap in policy or practice knowledge, in order to achieve the objectives of the National Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children. 

The National Research Agenda underwent a multi-stage process to identify priority research areas for inclusion:

	A National Research Forum was held in October 2009, attended by around 100 professionals representing academic institutions, non-government and government agencies from a range of areas working with children and families. The purpose of this event was to consult and reach consensus on what the Australian child and family welfare sector identified as the priority evidence needs of the sector. This resulted in a very large number of identified evidence needs, which required further refinement (report at www.fahcsia.gov.au).


	An expert group was convened as a subgroup of the National Framework Implementation Working Group—consisting of Commonwealth, state and territory government and non-government representatives, including the Coalition of Organisations Committed to the Safety and Wellbeing of Australia’s Children—who have worked together to oversee the process and develop the National Research Agenda. This group comprised child and family welfare research generalists, who were knowledgeable about the nature and extent of the Australian evidence base, and the challenges within the fields of policy and practice. The group took the outcome of the National Forum as its starting point and met regularly over several months to refine the priority research questions identified at the National Forum.  


	A National Research Audit (McDonald et al. 2011), a primary recommendation from the National Research Forum  was undertaken to identify what research had been done within Australia. It was conducted by the Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS) in conjunction with the Social Policy Research Centre (SPRC).


The role of the expert group was to refine the research areas identified at the National Forum. This was done with close consideration to the national priorities identified for the first three years of the National Framework. The expert group identified gaps, excluded research questions for which there was a relatively robust Australian evidence base, and excluded research areas for which international research was available and readily transferable to the Australian context. In its deliberations, the expert working group were guided by the following principles/considerations.

	There is a priority for evidence for “what works”. There is a greater need for instrumental research into what interventions work, than for conceptual research into understanding issues (for example risk and protective factors). Conceptual research is valuable and more readily transferable from national and international literature, however, there is a priority for focusing on implementation and intervention research and outcomes. Linkages are needed between different studies and methodologies, including research, evaluation and cost benefit analysis, to build the evidence base around ‘what works’.  


	Direct effects of prevention on abuse and neglect. The National Research Agenda focuses on research into issues which have direct effects on prevention of abuse and neglect. While there are areas in which others have greater expertise, such as education or health, homelessness or alcohol and other drugs, the expert group recognises that collaboration between these areas is vital to understanding the inter-relationships of risk factors for child maltreatment where families may have experienced multiple disadvantage. 


	Building an evidence base. The National Research Agenda is not a list of specific research questions. There is a need for a body of evidence in each of the identified priority areas of inquiry. Exemplar questions are identified to illustrate the scope of each area of inquiry, however it is important to remember that a single study does not constitute an evidence base. 


	Shared ownership and responsibility. The National Research Agenda is to inform decision making about priority research gaps for researchers and research funders across Australia. All sectors within the Australian child and family welfare sector have a responsibility for contributing to the priority evidence base. The National Research Agenda is not intended to be a recommendation of what should be funded by governments as part of the National Framework.


	Making children and young people the focus. Researchers should value and reflect service user perspectives, such as mothers and  fathers, carers and adult survivors of childhood maltreatment, but most particularly the perspectives of children and young people. Potential exists to consult more broadly, e.g. with adult survivors of childhood maltreatment to better understand factors in the cycle of child maltreatment.


	Research populations. Within each priority research area there is a need to target research for specific populations because of their specific cultural, developmental or care and protection needs. Research populations which have been identified for specific focus as part of this National Research Agenda have included Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, other culturally and linguistically diverse groups, children with a disability,  infants, adolescents, children of care leavers and young parents. While these examples have been provided here, it is recognised this is not an exhaustive list.


Dissemination and communication

Merely conducting research is not sufficient to ensure it is used. Attention needs to be given to the way in which research findings will be reported and disseminated, including not only what works but lessons learnt from less effective interventions. Turning research into practice requires consideration of questions such as:
	What do we need to know to ensure the research can be translated into other contexts?
	What workforce knowledge and skills need to be transferred and are there effective and feasible ways to do this?

What are the local service system preconditions (e.g. legislative, regulatory, cultural, workforce, funding and operational)  for adoption of the effective intervention?
	How do we prioritise interventions 

Clear dissemination plans are needed to maximise research taken up by other researchers, policy makers and practitioners. This may require dedicated resources for dissemination and consideration of alternate accessible outcomes in addition to traditional academic outlets. Utilisation of relevant central dissemination units or clearinghouses, such as the Protecting Australia’s Children: Research and Evaluation register is encouraged.
How to use this National Research Agenda
This National Research Agenda is targeted at researchers and research funders; those who are planning new research or seeking research ideas; those who want to know more about the strategic priorities and knowledge needs related to protecting children in Australia; and those who are seeking to shape and develop research questions in specific areas.  

This audience includes experienced and active researchers in university settings, students and staff exploring undergraduate or postgraduate research possibilities, government departments, community sector agencies, research institutions and funders across Australia and beyond. Areas of inquiry in the National Research Agenda are described at a high level, allowing scope for the development of topics and research questions in a number of directions. Each area may thus give rise to multiple studies and different research approaches. Users of the National Research Agenda may have questions, need more information or want opportunities to discuss the contents of this document. Such conversations are always welcome and encouraged.

More detailed considerations for researchers and funders of research are at the end of this document. Governance arrangements for funding of research projects under the National Research Agenda are included at Attachment A. 
Research Themes
Five themes for the National Research Agenda emerged when the expert group incorporated findings from the National Research Audit and National Research Forum and mapped these to the priorities of the National Framework:

1. Prevention
2. Protection and Therapeutic Responses
3. Care
4. Systems
5. Maltreatment Types

Under these themes, a brief explanation and context is provided, and a number of areas of inquiry have been identified. These areas are described quite broadly, and as such may often lend themselves to multiple studies and approaches. Without intending to narrow the scope for research innovation, areas of inquiry have been included to indicate some of the types of research that will be needed to address the gaps identified.  


Prevention
We need to understand more about the effectiveness of primary responses to preventing child maltreatment, including the role of communities in influencing behaviours and attitudes, engaging those at risk, and preventing and addressing risk factors. 
Areas of inquiry 

Community attitudes and engagement: What are effective ways to influence attitudes, behaviours and cognitions around the safety, wellbeing and needs of children and young people? What strategies are effective in engaging families in early intervention and prevention services? Are tools such as Working With Children Checks (WWCC) effective in protecting children and young people from abuse and neglect? What indicators are needed to assess the effectiveness of WWCC? What elements of culture play a protective role in raising and nurturing children and young people, and how can we strengthen these? Does community education about children’s developmental needs and training for parenting promote social responsibility for child wellbeing? Which approaches to universal or whole-of-community improvements in family wellbeing and relationship safety are more effective? 
Identifying risk factors for entering the statutory system: How can children and their families be better identified as ‘at high risk’ of entering the statutory system while they are still clients of primary and secondary services? Specifically, what are the demographic characteristics, risk factors and protective factors of families accessing these early intervention/prevention support services that are most likely to enter the system? Which risk factors cluster when this occurs? What protective factors are lacking in families that are more likely to enter the statutory system? 
Cost savings of early intervention: What are the short term, medium and long term cost savings associated with successful prevention while clients are still engaged with primary and secondary services?
Addressing risk factors for child maltreatment and entry into the statutory system: What works in preventing and addressing the known risk factors? What prevention strategies, such as intensive and medium term services for specific risk factors, are effective? How does the service system respond in terms of identifying or detecting ‘at risk’ families and providing appropriate, timely interventions? What is the community influence and effect (both positive and negative) on risk and protective factors? What makes some communities able to protect children despite disadvantage?


Protection: from Early Intervention to Therapeutic Responses
More needs to be known about the effectiveness of universal preventative initiatives and their impact on protecting children and young people, along with secondary responses. This includes early intervention programs, and how users experience these programs and responses. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people are significantly over-represented in all parts of the child protection system, therefore identifying culturally appropriate responses to abuse and neglect of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children is a vital area of inquiry.
Areas of inquiry 

Tiered responses: What works in terms of different levels of response in relation to protecting children and young people? What services across the universal, secondary and tertiary system do vulnerable children and their families access/utilise and are there differential outcomes depending on access/utilisation (e.g. high quality early childhood education and care, maternal and child health)? What opportunities are there in relation to universal interventions (e.g. health and education) and are these being accessed appropriately by children and their families who are at risk of entering the child protection system? What secondary supports are available for these children and their families (e.g. speech therapy and language support) and are these being accessed appropriately? What interventions are in place to prevent children and their families from progressing from one part of the system to another? 
Evaluations: What works in early intervention and treatment in relation to abuse? When, how and in what circumstances does co-location of voluntary and mandatory service providers work and provide benefit to at-risk families? What are the elements of cost-effective service models for families and individuals with multiple complex needs? Consider: practitioner skills and experience, organisational structure and culture, joined up policy frameworks and funding models (cross portfolio), and local community interagency networks. What is the level of cultural competency in services, and how does this impact on positive/negative outcomes for children and families of diverse cultural backgrounds. How cost effective are intensive family support services and what factors influence outcomes? What are the most effective therapeutic responses and points of intervention to children’s experience of parental separation, family violence, homelessness and parental mental health issues?
Strategies for protecting Indigenous children: What models are effective in working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families in Australia—and in Indigenous contexts internationally? How best can we adapt international research on disadvantaged populations and culturally sensitive approaches? Does mainstream service delivery of Indigenous specific services work? What factors affect the application of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Placement Principle and outcomes associated with variations in the Placement Principle and its application?
Perceptions: What are vulnerable families’ perceptions, experiences and preferences for services? How can we better support parents with a disability? What do families identify that made a difference to their capacity to protect their children?


Care
We can learn more from alternative out-of-home care arrangements such as kinship care, contact with birth families and experiences leaving care and its longer term outcomes.
Areas of inquiry
Decision making: What factors do and should influence decision making around the pathways and placements for children and young people in care, including care management? How can evidence of what works be effectively put into practice in relation to early intervention and prevention? 
Kinship care: What does—and should—guide decisions on kinship placements for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous children and young people? What are the potential risks and benefits? What are the needs of kinship carers and how are they best supported? What are the outcomes for children and young people in kinship care?
Placement types: How effective are alternative models (to foster/kinship care) of care? For which children and young people are they appropriate? In what circumstances and with what supports?
Contact with birth families: What factors should guide decision making about the frequency and nature of family contact for children and young people in out-of-home care? What are the impacts and short- and long-term health and education outcomes of contact for children and young people? What factors facilitate the ‘best possible’ contact experience for children and young people, as well as for birth, foster and kinship families/carers—and what does this experience look like? What are the different views of multiple stakeholders, particularly children and young people?
Reunification: For which children in care is reunification with their birth family appropriate, under which circumstances? How can risk be effectively measured and assessed? What services/service types are most effective in achieving reunification, for whom, and in what circumstances?
Outcomes: What are the longer term outcomes of reunification practice (for children and families), as well as for kinship and other forms of care? What constitutes a successful outcome? What kinds of out-of-home care services, experiences and supports can lead to positive outcomes after leaving care?
Leaving care: What are the most effective models of ‘after care’ support?


Systems
We need to understand how to make collaborations, workforces and organisations more effective, culturally appropriate and responsive to clients’ needs.
Areas of inquiry 

Cross-agency collaboration: What are the critical components of effective joined-up service delivery? What mechanisms work in universal services to link vulnerable families to other support? How effective is case management as a systems response? How can we inform “cultural shift” in service systems to support collaboration between organisations and better services?
Workforce: What are the rates of recruitment and retention? What does effective cross-cultural competence look like? What strategies increase participation of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples across all levels of the workforce? What are effective models for using a family strengths approach in a protection tertiary environment where high levels of family support and supervision are required? What leadership and management training is required to support and develop the workforce? What strategies enable the workforce to develop and apply knowledge into and from practice as integral to promoting effective interventions? What is the evidence from workers about their workplace processes that enable them to effectively do their work in enhancing the wellbeing of children and families and the protection of children?
Organisational structures: What aspects of organisational environments and culture support effective practice? What is the effect of a strong, well-resourced, Indigenous community controlled service sector for Indigenous children? How can the system work better to protect families coming into contact with care and protection from becoming more vulnerable, including possible trauma associated with over reporting and/or investigations conducted on children? What organisational structures are in place to support a ‘tiered’ approach focusing on early intervention and prevention as a major goal? What referral systems are in place or need to be in place to allow families to be referred seamlessly from the statutory (tertiary) level of the system to secondary or universal (primary) services and vice versa? What are the outcomes and lessons learnt from major reform agendas for protecting children? 


Maltreatment Types
We need more work to better understand the prevalence of various forms of child maltreatment, such as sexual abuse, witnessing family violence, physical abuse, neglect and psychological maltreatment and how multiple types of maltreatment interact and the effect of intervention into neglect.
Areas of inquiry 

Prevalence: What is the incidence and prevalence of the various forms of child maltreatment? How can this be effectively defined and measured at the national level? Why are Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people over-represented in child protection statutory services? What differentiates between communities with higher and lower rates of child abuse and neglect, such as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and other culturally and linguistically diverse groups? How many Australians are dealing with the aftermath of their childhood maltreatment and how many of their children come into the child protection system? What is the incidence of child maltreatment among children with a disability? How is psychological abuse understood within the Australian context? 
Understanding neglect: How is neglect understood within the Australian context—including in diverse communities? What strategies are effective in addressing neglect? How well do strategies such as income management address neglect?
Capabilities in responses to sexual abuse: How can workers’ and carers’ capabilities be increased to better respond to sexual abuse—including children’s sexualised behaviour and young people with sexually abusive behaviours? How is the internet and social networking putting children and young people at risk of harm and how can the risks be mitigated? What needs to be done in terms of educating children of all ages, their parents and the community to help prevent child sexual assault? How can systems work together to streamline education about protective behaviour in schools?
Overlap impact: What is the cumulative or interactive impact on children and young people of experiencing multiple or overlapping types of maltreatment?
Intervention: What is and should be the role of early intervention and secondary services in responding to neglect? What is the effect of mandatory reporting of children witnessing domestic violence?
Considerations for researchers and funders

Methodological priorities
To date, Australian research into issues affecting the protection of children have been characterised by a predominance of qualitative techniques. The consequence of which is an evidence base rich in detail, but with limited capacity to be generalised. Specific research methodologies identified as priorities include (for example longitudinal research; data linkage, cross-state, cross-discipline and cross-agency studies outcomes evaluations, and cost-benefit evaluation). Multi-method designs that incorporate qualitative and quantitative surveys still play an important role.

Investing in new and improved data
One of the barriers to research into issues affecting the protection of children is the absence of reliable, accessible and nationally comparable data on vulnerable families. Forum participants identified filling data gaps as a critical development that would facilitate the National Research Agenda. Examples identified at the Forum included the Australian Bureau of Statistics including parenting status when collecting population data on social problems, and existing longitudinal studies including items relating to child maltreatment in subsequent data waves. Examples raised by the expert group included the development of unit record data, particularly for the inclusion of child outcomes data in the unit record collection, and for data linkage. In addition, there is a need to include evaluation and outcomes reporting into program funding models. More could be done to standardise and provide access to administrative data systems to allow more sophisticated analyses of the impact of child protection service systems.

Making the most out of existing and newly collected data
The value of using single surveys for multiple areas of inquiry was recognised in which data are collected once for multiple purposes. Data warehousing could enable researchers to access available data (including the new unit record and linked data)—this would enable innovation and research that does not necessarily need to be funded by government. There is also a need to improve the nature and quality of research synthesis and analysis. Support should be directed to the production of systematic reviews, using best practice methodology.

Collaboration
Collaboration that involves researchers working with various departments and other sectors can lead to successful research in the area of child protection and care. If the priority is intervention, this would necessarily be in the area of applied research. The relevance and quality of applied research can often be enhanced if it is conducted as a collaboration and partnership—between researchers, government, non-government, service funders, service providers and service users.


Further Information

Post:	Branch Manager
Children’s Policy Branch
Australian Government Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs
PO Box 7576 Canberra Business Centre ACT 2610

Email:	child.protection@fahcsia.gov.au
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Governance Arrangements
As an initiative of the Community and Disability Services Ministers, the National Research Agenda will be endorsed by the Community and Disability Services Ministers' Advisory Council (CDSMAC).  The Agenda is governed under the following structure:
Community and Disability Services Ministers' Advisory Council 

Endorse Research Agenda on behalf of Community and Disability Services Ministers.

 


Filling the Research Gaps Expert Group

Role: Develop and review Research Agenda.  
Comprising: community and academic sectors, Commonwealth, State and Territory governments.  Subject to Terms of Reference.  
National Framework Implementation Working Group

Manage and oversee the Research Agenda.
NFIWG Secretariat
(FaHCSIA)
Manage procurements.
Filling the Research Gaps Working Group

Role: Identify and review project proposals, and provide advice.  Comprising: government representatives from the Commonwealth, States and Territories. Subject to Terms of Reference.  
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Research
Projects
Under the National Research Agenda there will be a public invitation issued seeking Expressions of Interest for projects based on the areas of inquiry identified in the Research Agenda.  Shortlisted applicants will be invited to submit more detailed proposals.  

The Filling the Research Gaps Working Group will assess proposals and be responsible for coordination and oversight of research projects.  Secretariat and administrative support will be provided by the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs.

Proposals with a national focus and which build on or complement existing research will be encouraged.  Cross sector collaborations, and projects that focus particularly on disadvantaged populations will also be of interest.  Proposals will need to demonstrate that research will be robust, independent and credible, including incorporating ethical considerations.  Effective governance must also be addressed, with appropriate monitoring and reporting arrangements detailed (for example, reference groups comprising qualified experts).  Applicants may either seek single source funding from the Research Agenda's shared cross-jurisdictional budget or propose a partnership arrangement, for example, the Australian Research Council linkage program.  

The activities of the National Research Agenda will be reported, including results from research projects.  One forum for reporting will be the Annual Report of the National Framework for Protecting Australia's Children to the Council of Australian Governments.



