Australian Psychological Society

Central Gippsland Regional Group

Tuesday 7, February 2006 
Present: Danny Blackford, Kath Kneebone, John Redman, Andrew Hughes, Bruce Silvester, Eric De Bruyn, Sandy Franscios, Chris Wilson, John Bennett, Stephen Elliot and Lee Minton.

Apologies: Lyn Parritt, Kay Lancefield, Sarah Micalef, Radha Prabau, Jessica Bryes.

Issues Discussed:

· Meetings were again discussed and we decided to change back to 6:30 for 7:00 pm.

· The first attempt at the APS Central Gippsland Website is now up and running.  Please feel free to send me any additions or suggestions at leeminton@bigpond.com.

· Next Meeting: see website.

·  Treasurer’s report to be tabled for last financial year. Eric De Bruin to action. Eric is to access the Financial reports for the APS using FRX Webview.  Eric to contact Sharon Fernando of the APS for more details. S.Fernando@psychology.org.au.   

·  Danny Blackford highlighted the intended direction of the APS central committee to insist on PD points for all members. Attendance at our meetings is equivalent to 2 PD points.

· Danny discussed the intention of the group to run a conference mid-year. The conference will concern “Bullying In Schools” and is intended as a forum to raise awareness in the schools and the general community of the continuing bullying problems in the schools, despite the anti-bullying programs. See the website for developments.

Presentation: Andrew Hughes – Early Childhood Situational Features: Assessed as factors of later offending.

Andrew presented his postgraduate research project.  The study hypothesized that variables in the environmental conditions extant in the childhood’s of forensic inpatients would relate to adult outcomes on variables of violent risk.

Justification for the research is based on the issue that the prediction of dangerousness has implications for social, clinical and legal settings, such as the assessment of risk for violence when forensic inpatients are being considered for short term or long term release (mandated by statutory legal requirements under the Crimes Act).

A number of risk factors have shown relationships to violent behaviour, with studies linking factors such as previous violence, childhood abuse, impulsively, substance abuse and poor family relations.  Other studies, exploring environmental features in early childhood have shown relationships between the quality of early life at home and at school, and their linkage to psychological disturbance and future violence.

The theoretical basis for the research was Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, (1979, 1989), which proposes a model of childhood development integrating a more complex and influential role for environmental factors.  The theory describes the environment as a series of nested structures that include ( but extends beyond) home, school, and neighborhood settings in which children spend their everyday lives; with each layer of the environment seen impacting on a child’s development. Ecological Systems Theory therefore allocates a potentially significant role for the environmental structure in the development of childhood maladjustment, and thus, consequent adult behaviours.

Two measures were used, the HCR-20 Violence Risk Assessment Scheme (named for its three subscales – Historical, Clinical and Risk Assessment – and the 20 items it uses), which aligns marker to past, present and future considerations.  Together with the Situational Features of Early Childhood Survey (SFCS), which was developed for this research, to explore and rate those environmental conditions of childhood which were likely to exert a discernable influence. The SFCS uses the categories of Home, School and Community and twenty-one situational items, which were determined after reviewing the relevant literature and research and are calculated to adequately cover the attitudes, values, standards and practices that make-up the social and family background in which a child develops. 

Fourteen volunteers were recruited from those inpatients at the Thomas Embling Hospital(Victorian Institute of Forensic Mental Health), who were not displaying acute symptoms of mental illness.  The HCR_20 assessments were completed independently by the consultant psychiatrist or ward psychologist. Participants were then separately interviewed using the SFCS. Using correlational analyses, the results were examined to determine any linkage, primarily between assessments of risk for violence using the HCR-20 and ratings of childhood environments in the domains of Home, School and Community were completed using the SCFS. Secondly, the SFCS findings were also compared with two known markers for violence, substance abuse and previous convictions for violence, from the pre-incarceration records of the participants. 

The primary pattern of results in the study suggested that statistically, the environmental factors of early childhood examined, bear almost no relationship to structured professional judgements of violence risk assessments on forensic inpatients made using the HCR-20 Violence Risk Assessment Scheme. Indicating that the presence of the particular environmental backgrounds under study in the childhood’s of forensic inpatients, do not constitute a dynamic factor in current adult levels of violence risk.

However the secondary comparison of the two violence markers from pre-incarceration records, showed the enviroenemtal factors to be strongly associated with substance abuse and prior convictions for violence. Displaying significant correlations between the variables of: Home with Substance Abuse and Violence Conviction, School and Substance abuse, and Community and Violence Conviction.  Total SFCS scores correlated highly with both Substance Abuse and with Violence Conviction (p<.01)  

The results suggest that while childhood environments may impact on pre-incarceration violence behaviours, their effect is being ameliorated as a result of current treatments.  Future research could be directed at exploring which aspects of therapeutic treatments were being most effective in reducing risk for violence in this population. 

Andrew Hughes, provided this precis of his speech.

Supervision Session:

· We had a lively and interesting discussion based on Andrew’s presentation.  Senior members of the group provided insights and their experience.

Lee Minton

leeminton@bigpond.com.au 

