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Assessing the Safety of Children at
Risk of Maltreatment:
Decision-Making Models

DIANE DePANFILIS
MARIA SCANNAPIECO

Child protective service caseworkers must make difficult
decisions about the safety of maltreated children.
Decision-making models for helping staff members ba lance
the dual roles of child protection and family preservation
are increasing. Results of a review of 10 models suggest
that although some criteriaoverlap in these models, there
are also wide differences in definitions, purposes, and the
level of research support for the criteriu being used to
guide decision-making.

Among the most difficult decisions facing child protective service (CPS) staff
members today are (1) assessing the safety of children who are at risk of
maltreatment, (2) deciding what types and levels of services may be Im-
medintely needed to keep children sufe, and {3) determining under what condi-
tions children must be placed in out-of-home care for their protection.

In an effort 1o Increase the quality of caseworker decisions and the consis-
tency with which caseworkess make those decisions and to deal with the dual
roles workers have of child protection and family preservation, at least 42
states have adopted risk assessment modeis [Berkowitz 1991), The movement
toward a risk assessment appronch is an apparcnt effort by states to *'encourage
a philosophical shift in the focus of invesligations from policing activities to
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family nssessment activities; from case substantintion'to appropriate planning;
and from cinphasizing pnst experiences to examining the future of the child™
[Clechinelli and Keller 1990: 4).

Despite this shift in philosophy, current risk nssessment models engender
much controversy. Wald and Wolverton [1990] assert that wide-scale im-
plementation of such madels Is premature because they are neither adequately
designed nor validated. Reviews of risk assessment by Doueck et al. [1993],
McDonald and Marks [1991), and Pecora [1991] also identify major differ-
ences in definitions and purposes of models.

Some risk nsscssment sysiems have a component for assessing the safety of
maltrented children, Safety assessments are distinguished from risk assess-
ments because they go beyond predicting the potential of maltreatment al some
point in the future to suggesting that future maltreatment may be severe and
thus harmfuf to children at & level that may require immediate intervention.
Developers of safety evaluation models gear their instruments toward helping
workers make decisions about how to keep maltreated children safe at home
and when children should be placed in out-of-home care. A comprehensive
gearch of the literature yielded one unpublished review [McDonnell and Heit-
ner 1985] and no published reviews of the similarities and differences in (hese
models. This article seeks to sypthesize safety-related research and contrast ten
models for evalunting the safety of maltrented children,

Safety-Related Research

According to Webster [1981: 1010}, safe means being ''freed from harm or
risk, unhurt, and sccure from threat of danger, harm, or loss""; safety is defined
as “the condition of heing anfe from undergaing or causing hurt, injury, or
loss.'* Thus, for n maltrented child, being safe suggests more than being {ree
fram the risk of future maltreatment—it aiso encompasses reedom from harm
of loss, Studics regarding the safety of maltrented children describe how
caseworkers make placement declaions or the reasons that maltreated children
come into out-of-home care. The authors found no studies that examined the
safcty of maltreated children from a family preservation framework.

Studies Examining Placement Decision-Making

Previous reviews of placement decision-making research [Kadushin and Mar-
tin 1988; Stein ct al. 1978; Wells 1988] suggest that researchers have asked
casewaorkers to rate existing cases in the agency of sespond to questions about
analogous cases. Taken together, this research suggests that workers use a
combination of factors to make placement decisions. Although not conclusive,
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studies have found relationships between three types of independent vari-

niaI?sucnqc_workgr,_p!icni,,_qgg‘£g§pg[g_q charayicristivs—and the chEndcm
variable, placement decigign. T '

Caseworker characteristics and perceptions. Scveral researchers have sug-
gested that characteristics of caseworkers and their perceptions of their clients
influence their final judgments and decision-making |Billingsley snd
Glovannont 1972; Bochm 1962, 1968; Meyer 1972; Nagi 1977, Phillips et al.
1971, Wolock 1982]. For example, Meyer | 1972: 28] concluded that “*place-
ment decisions are more than a little subject to the constraints of our fimited
knowledge, our value preferences, and our prolfessional biases.”" Similarly,
Billingsley and Giovannoni {1972] suggest that child welfare decision-making
is dominated by middle-class, majority assumptions that perceive pathology in
behavior that does not conform., As convincing as these arguments scem fo be,
**research findings describing the relationship between the placement decision
and the characteristics of the decision maker have failed to produce any reliable
predictors’ [Costia et al. 1991: 384}, Roberts {1970} found that personal
cj}gg&}ﬁ@_fjslics such as age, sex, race, mnrilnl’g_lgggg, or social class did nai.
influgnce Worker judgments. Workers with morc expericnce oF graduale work
ssimistic about treatment owlcomes and_moge Ji
fggqmampd_mg_g_qr_ggﬂh_h_owcver, In addition, Fanshel and Shinn {1978] found
-ilg-pssociation bejween the placement decision and professional experience,,
2geny. pasitian, seycation level, social work fraining, age, sex, marital status,
parenthond,.ar aitudes loward foster.care. Thus, it appears that the researchis. .
inconglugive either way. More recent studies that examine caseworker attitudes
and characteristics and control for case cirpumstances are needed to clearly
document that caseworker charrcteristics and perceptions wlone might predict
how cuseworkers make decisions ubout safety snd the need for placement,

Case characteristics. Results of studies that have examined the relationship
hetween case characteristics and caseworker decision-making have largely
been consistent. Caseworkers have identified the foliowing case characteristics
in ratings of both actual and analogous cases as mos important to the safety
and placement decision: severity and frequency of past harm {Graham 1978;
Meddin 1984}, risk to the child and pecessity of immediate action to prevent
harm to the ghild [Graham 1978; Meddin 1984}, _age of the child [Meddin
1984}, pglema] behgyipr [Boehm 1962, 1968], [\ggqtnipn'mg of primary_care-
giver [Meddin T984] and father's interest in and affcction for the child [Boehm
1962, 1968], absence of a q_n_r_?f;yn:_i(}raham 1978; Meddin I984]'.'ﬂ'e_qq;hg}§
managemen! [Boehm 1962, 1968], existence of a hazardous environment
[Meddin 1984], family insight [Boehm (962, 19G8], and cooperation of the
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MGraham 1978; Meddin 1984]. In spite of consistency in some of the
above case characieristics, the criteria used by caseworkers to make decisions
about th for child placement are not necessarily the same ones that might
suggest a child would nat be safé T Tefi to remain at home. The authiors fourd
06 studies that asked caseworkers how they assessed safety of a child separate

“Tfom the decision,to place 4 child in care. |

B A e it 1w e B e

Availability of resources. Researchers have suggested that the availability of
resources influences caseworkers’ decisions. For example, Shyne {1969] con-
ducted a study of the decision-making behavior of caseworkers in 69 agencies
across the country. She asked caseworkers to state their *‘ideal” decision for
1,260 cases, compared these ideal decisions to actual outcomes, and found a
discrepancy between the two in an average of one-third of the cases. Jenkins
and Sauber {1966] interviewed 425 families of children in care to identify
changes that had occurred in the family during a 12-month period prior to
placement. Results indicated that 17% of the placements could have been
avoided if homemakers, day care, or income supplementation had been avail-
able. Similar results have been noted by other placement prevention projects
[Jones et al. 1976). Despite the consistency in these results, further research
should examine the influence that the availability of resources plays in assess-
ing whether maltreated childrén can be maintained safely in their own homes
of tinder what conditions they must be placed.

Studies Examining Reasons for Child Placement

Researchers who have examined the reasons why children come into care have
described characteristics of children, their parents, and environmental circum.,
stances [Beckerand Austin 1983; Gershenson 1983; Hubbell 1981; Sauber and
Jenkins 1966; Shyne 1969; Shyne and Schroeder 1978; Vasaly 1978].

Kadushin and Martin [1988] reviewed these studies and described parent-_

_felated problems as precipitating factors in 75% to 80% of all family foster care
placement cases. ““These problems include neglect and abuse of children,
abandonment, physical or mental illness, marital conflict, substance abuse, or
imprisonment’’ [Kadushin and Martin 1988: 358].

Resecarch has further suggested that it is not sg much the presence of a_

particular characteristic that increases the likelihood.nf placement as itis the
degree to which the family is experiencing problems_such as_greater social
psychological pathology [Phillips et al. 1971] and the most serious kinds of
mgh_remmcrit |Giovannoni and Becerra 1979]. Research has also suggested
that it is the combination of case characteristics [Phillips et al. 1971), rather
than any one characteristic, that Jeads tg placement.
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Despite the similarity in results of descriptive research, we are f{ar_from
being able to predict which maltreated children will enter care. Runyan et al.,
T1981] condusted e mast SxiSmave AT FeThodoTogieally SOUd study exam-
ining predictors of placement in out-of-home care for maltreated children.
Even though some expected variables such as parental stress factors (substance
abuse) and types of abuse (bums and scalds) placed a child at significant risk
for placement, overall, the model explained little of the variance of these
decisions and predicted placement poorly. Dalgleish and Drew [1989] con-
ducted a similar study in Austraiia to examine indicators of the court’s deci-
stons to separate abused children from their families. **Statistical analysis of

the data showed thay_the indicators most.assaciated with the separation out-

come were severity of abuse, parenting, and the family social system’” {491].

Review of Models

Selection of safety evaluation models involved a comprehensive search of
published and unpublished documents known to the authors. Models were
included for review if (1) their sole purpose was to guide caseworker decision-
making regarding the assessment of child safety and the use of in-home or
placement services, or (2) a separate safety evaluation component of a broader
risk assessment system was used for these same purposes.

The level of detail and specificity of these models varied considerably and
generally increased in sophistication through the years. The U.S. Department
of Health, Education, and Welfare supported the development of two of the
earliest models, Phillips et al. [1972] and Dukette {1978]. These models were
oriented toward helping cdsework staff members make decisions about
whether children with broader child welfare problems ought to be placed in
out-of-home care. They were structured by a simple checklist in Phillips et al.
and an open-ended assessment outline in Dukette,

The next two models, also supported by the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, still focused on broader child welfare cases, but were much
more sophisticated. The model of Snyder and Ramo [1983] comprised four
guides and worksheets designed 1o help caseworkers decide whether in-home
services could be provided or whether placement was necessary. These guides
emphasized both strengths and weaknesses and promoted consistency in the
criteria used for decision-making. Stein and Rzepnicki [1983] developed a
model in a decision-tree format to support chitd welfare intake staff members
in making a range of casework decisions, including whether a child was in
immediate danger and whether protective custody was necessary.
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PFour safety evaluation models [Beveridge and Topper 1992; Coler 1982;
ew et al. 1992; Holder and Corey 1987} werc designed as part of broader risk
isessment models. The earliest of these models [Coler 1982} included &
parale set of instructions on how 1o use the regu!nr‘l_lllli_’_ng_i“g Risk Assessment
latgjz.ta help staff members make decisions regarding.the need for child
lacement. ACTION for Child Yrotection developed its Safety Evaluation
istrument {Holder and Corey 1987} under & grant from the Edna McConnell
tark Poundation [ DePanfilis 1988). This was the first risk assessment system
1 develop.separale instruments for, the assessment ol sisk unid the assessment
[ safety. The other two models, used in Texas [Dew et al. 1992] and Colorado
3everidge and Topper 1992, though structured differently, use an approach
milar to that of the ACTION salety evaluation model, These instruments are
esigned to_help workers identify conditions that may Jeopardize a child's
ety assess allempte service TEspOTEES ToF Keering & Shili BlE indtuaig
lacement as a last altémative), and develop a safeiy plan that delineates the
isks and services to be provided R SFRRAOTL salety, . e
The two remaining models are quite different from those reviewed above.
he Hawaii model [Yoshimoto 1993}, is bused on 14 Safe Fumity Home
inldelines enacted in state statute. These open-ended criteria are considered in
ases when the child is at risk of maltreatment and may be unsafe at home.
inally, the Family Risk Scales [Magura et al. 1987} were developed as a part
f a larger study of placement prevention services in New York state. The
urposa of {hese scales is (o help caseworkers identify situations predictive, of
ear-term child placement so that famiiies may be offered appropriate preven-
e R UL Rl St 5

yeservices. '"The scales also provide a meiliod df monitoring the effective-
ess of preventive services, in that changes in risk status can be measured’’
Viagura el nl. 1987: 11. '

‘efinitions, Mudel Purposes, ond Structure

1any experts have emphasized the problems related to the ack of clear and
onsistent operational definitions of child maltreatment [Giovannoni 1988;
jiovannoni and Becerra 1979; Hutchinson 1990; Stein 1984; Zuravin 1991].
)efinitions of risk of maltreatment are alse inconsistent [Berkowitz 1991,
Yicchinelll and Keller 1990; Palmer 1988], as are definitions of safety and risk
f placement,

Many of the safety evaluation models did not define safety per se. Those that
id used substantially different definitions. For example, in the Hlinois model
Coler 1982}, nssessing safoty, is equated with assessing risk. In the Child at
lisk Field System [Holder and Corey 1987}, asiessing safety considers the
resence of rigk but emphasizes n different degree of concem for the child.

N
i e o g P
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Decision-muking models have been developed with overlapping but distinct
primary purposes. Despite differences, all models are at feast panly designed
for placement decision-making and most are recommended for use when
muking reunification as well as removal decisions. Only one of these ten
models [Coler 1982], however, proposes that decisions regurding emergency
plucement be based on risk assessment rutings. In this system, protective
custody is recommended when caregivers' cooperation and abilities are at an
intermediate risk level and the child’s age and physical and mental abilities, the
rationality of the perpetrator’s behavior, the perpetrator's uccess to the child,
and the extent of permanent harm are rated at a high-risk level.

There are some similarities in the structure of these instruments, Of the 10
models reviewed, eight include a checklist or matrix and seven include open-
ended guestions. Allcan be used during nonemergency situabions, und three
models—Coler 1982, Stein and Rzepnicki 1983, and Yoshimoto 1993-—are
also to be used during emergencies,

Muodel Criteria
The child protection field is fur from reaching a consensus on the most perti-

nent criteria for gesessing the safely of chitdren ut dsk of maltreaypent. The
identified criteria differ vasily among the models, consistent with the runge of
years in which they were developed (1972 to 1992) and the different primary
purposes of the models, A few identified criteris are consistent, however.

For comparison purposes, we have grouped criteria by factors related to the

child, parent, family apd enyironment, maltrestment, and intervention (see

table 1). In some cases, we identificd and grouped variables based on our own
interpretation when definitions of criterin were not readily available. With
respect to child-related criterin, eight out of 10 models include **basic needs ure
unmel,” six out of 10 include the *'physical and mental ubilities,of the child,”

and five out of 10 include some efement of child’s **uge," “valneruhifiml:_':_gfu

“‘capucity o protect self.” Five consider Uself-dedirictive beliavior beyond
the parents' control.”’

The most frequently identified parent criteria are consistent with safety-
related research. All of the 10 models included **ability of the parents/care-
givers to control their behavior,’' such as violence, substance abuse, or mental
heatth problems, Presumably, the less controlluble the parental behavlor, the
greater the likelihood that severely negative outcomes may result for the child.

There was some consensus with respect to family and environment-reluted
criterin. Seven of the 10 models identified *‘life-threatening living condi-
tions,"”" six included *‘intense family conflict/stress or crisis that endangers the
child's safety.'" and five included *'support systems.'' There I8 no apparent
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consensus on what to consider the most importunt maltreatment reluted criteria,
The most frequently cited csiteria were “‘whuse of the child' und “inadequate
parental supervision.' With respect to intervention-related criterin, seven oul
of 10 consider the parents’ level of cooperation, aad all models include some
aspecl of intervention criteria.

Research Support for Safety Evaluation Models

As has been emphasized elsewhere [Doueck et al, 1993; Pecora 1991; Wald
1990}, most risk assessment-related instruments Jugk stron empirical SUpport
Although most safety evaluation models derive their criteria from research
about children who have been placed, most models have not been subjected to
rigorous evaluation in the field, Of the ten reviewed models, we found evalua-
Lion 1 o of them [Holder g7 i

The safety evaiuation component of the Child At Risk Field System [Holder
and Corey 1987] was field-tested through & grant from the Edna McConnell
Clark Foundation, Resulls suggested that platement rules were reduced in one
county by 29% from the year before the pilot, and that 100% of the children
who were assessed as *“‘unsafe’’ but where altenate in-home intervention was
provided were not subject to fulure reports of maltreatment within six months
after initiat assessment [DePanfilis 1988]. For the cases in which children were
determined o be unsafe, the following conditions (ranked from most often to
least often) were found 10 be present: parents are out of control/violent, non-
maltreating parent or other cannol protect, purents cannot explain injury, par-
ents show no guilt or remorse, parents request plucement, parents did not
respond to previous intervention, parents might flee, child has exceptional
nceds that the parents cannot meet, life-threatening living arrangements exist,
and parents’ wheseabouts unknown, For the cases in which risk of maltreat-
ment was present bul the child was assessed 1o be safe, the following strengths
were most frequently present {ranked from most often (o leust often): parents
possess sufficient impulse control, parents accept responsibility for the situa-
tion, parents have appropriate viewpoint/understanding of the child, parents
show concern/remorse, family has a history of using belp successfully, and
parents possess parenting skills/knowledge.

An indepeadent evaluation of the use of the ACTION system [Doueck el al,
1990] suggested that workers.used the safety evalution instrument appropri-
atety. METTreatment cases with safety criteria present weie iore Tikely 1o be

Wmﬂm@u!ﬁ@ﬂ;&,gﬁgg_wwm sufely criteriu_were nbrent bnd the

B - gt

i o N . Y lame bW I J
nlensity of intervention respanse was increased In ihese cases as well, Six or more
services were recommended In 62.9% of the cuses with anfety criteria present, In




240 CHILD WELPARE / Volumo LXX1H1, Number 3 / May-June 1994

cantrast, 8ix or more services were recommended in anly 15.2% of cases with
aafety criteria absent. Both of these relntionships were statistically significant.
"The factorial validity and intemal consistency reliability of the Family Risk Scales
[Magura ct al. 1987] were tested by the authors dudng scale construction, Three
factors crerged.from thisanalysiss parcni-centered.sisk, child-centened risk, and,
JSEouomic-sisk,, Interestingly, many of the criterin used by all of the models scem to
intuitively (it into one of these constructs, An_ infernnl consistency cocfficient of
relinbility was computed fnis_ngh scale and all ﬁﬁmﬁic.sﬁiﬂﬁﬂ of F0.
pha scores mnged from .88 for the parent-cenicréd risk scale to 78 for the
ccm;mﬂnic risk score, In comparison to the Child Well-Being Scales [Mngura and
iovsen 19R6, which were developed through the same methodolagy, the Family Risk
Scales liave not heen ns extensively used and tested tn th fletd, There have been at
fenst two studics of Tricnsive family preservation programs that emplojiéd the Farnily
Risk Scales, Fraser ef al, {1991) studicd 4573 familics and found severl of the ilems
campleted o intnke to be carrelated with an outcome of placement, although termina-
tion scores differed even more between families whose children were placed and those
who were niol in Jowa, Thieman et al. [1990] studied 747 families served in six
intensive family preservation pifot programs, A majority of the individual items
showed significant change in nonplacement but not in placement cases. In several
fictics of family preservation services, the Child Well-Being Scales have also been
found ta carrelate significantly with an oulcome of placement or nonplacement ard to
defect significant change in family functioning [Feldman 1991; Yuan and Struckman-
Johnson 1991]. Results have not been consistent however, Tests of campaosites of the
Child Well-Being Scales were not able to differentiate families at high risk of place-
ment with two separate samples [Nelson 1992}, Even though Seaberg [1988] has
eriticized the Child Well-Being Scales because they do not persuasively reflect child
well-heing and they have not congisteptly discritinnted case thet imay eventually lead
ta placerment (as nofed above), they do refinbly reasure gjumber of chamcteristics of,
Tamilics served by child welfare  agenicies today. '
I T W0 20 AR Ao

Dlscllsslon

The extent of our knowledge about the best criteria for evaluating safety of
children af risk of maltreatment remains in its early stages, We hve identified
six general arens that call for further development or research. First, with the
advent of risk asscssment, s major focus of current research js op predictors of
recurrence | Baird 1988; Johnson and L'Esperance 1984; Marks and McJonald
1989: Weedon ct al. 1988]. Yet, definitional problems make comparisons of
studies very difficult. A wetrying to prevent feeigence 'gﬁmmpgjzg& severe,
hasm,ta childeenar gy form of maltreatment? Second, with respect to safety,
arc_we cqneemed aboul mmediate safcly or long-term deyelgpmenial Qut-,

Diane DePanfilis | Maria Scannapieco

co ildren? It seems crucial that researchers and program planne
least clarify the differences and the impact that these differences have or
camparability of pertinent research.

Third, research on prediciors of child placement has been extremely lim
Maost studies have been descriptive and have not examined the interrelation
among variables. Those studies thai have employed more sophisticated m
odology have not contributed substantially to our knowledge-building o
factors that jeopardize a child's safety. In some ways, studies that focus onl
placement as an outcome may be misdirected. This diveris attention from
servicE ArermmIvesThaly ajgd ghild sufe. It also seems inap
prinic 10 1denlily variables that predict ease outcome unless il s also possib

examine whether these outcomes are the best ones for children at risl
maltreatment. Just because children are placed docg not l‘pparphmnt'!‘hsz shy
e, ou that the criteria thay cascworkers, currently use, afe, {he. Restones
children and {amilies. Thus, our view is that future research wmlﬁz
_prediciors of, yarious outcomes for malireated children so.shat we can d
services toward both keeping children safe and familics together.
Fourth, 8 major arcna for investigation concerns the gkage bgiween
assessment_and safcty eyalyation on.jhe.one hand, and decisions to pro
intensive family preservation services, on the other hang. Should these serv
be available only for children who may be unsafe, and who are thus vulner
to the possibility of immediate, seyere. consequences. withouliplensive.ir
'\';El{_fion? Or should services also be available when children are pf risk o fu
maltreatment but there is no.immediate.concern for their_safety? How «
“risk* of placgment relaie fo 'risk of maltceatment?
" Fifth, prospective research gn the recurrence of child maltreatment is ¢
enl—research that goes heyond identi] ying gencral prediciors by also exar
'T;Té'such issues as the frequency and severity of recurrence. Further, identif

AT TRal contnbyte to scverce reabuse within short intervals may be 1
4 " ' m";w-h'Pt‘n.'.\»\‘wﬂnrr- " o]
wseluTTor refining criteria for evaluating safely.
v g B s et e . e
Tnally, emplraca| testing of salEy evaluation models is critical. Contrc
studies are needed that adequalely compare safety outcomes between grou)
maltreated children whose cascworkers use models for assessing risk

safety and those who do not use any particular modet or criteria. /
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