The program cddresses Issues such as:

®Inter-system coordination.
* Interview Techniques:
*Young Boy;
‘Teenage Girl.
* Anatomically
Delailed Dolls.
« Court Preparation.
« Mulli-culiural
Issues,

“For The Kids’' \nciudes:

* 60 Minule Video;
« Investigafor's Manua:

A 78 page, sosy reference
source for fronl line police
and child profection
personnel
* Instruclor's Guide:
'A 125 poge seminar
guide designed by
professional roiners
{(includes layouls lor
suppon moteriols such
as overheads and Hip
charis)
* Three Ring Binder;
The enthe program is
pockoged in o
durable. three ring.
binder systemn

avalictio upon request. Cost:
$300 each, Allow 34 wooks for
calhvery

Send orders io;

CALGARY SOCIETY for the
INVESTIGATION of GHUD
SEXUAL ABUSE,

Frasharl Ba 42046, Acadia Fostal Oullet,
CALGARY, ALBERIA. CANADA T2) 786

FEATURE

Risk Assessment:
The Emperor’s New Clothes?

MICHAEL §. WALD
MARIA WOOLVERTON

This article reviews the risk assessment procedures and .
insiriments that are being used by child protection
agencies Although supportive of the concept of risk
assessment, the authors argue that all current
instruments have major methodological deficiencies that
timit the wtility of such instruments as a means of
predicting fitwre abusive or neglectful behavior The
authors suggest how risk assessment decisions should be
made at each stage of a child protection investigation

Over the last few years, child welfare agencies throughout the United States
have been adopting risk-assessment methodologies in an effort to improve
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their ability (o protect abused and neglecled children. As part of this process
a number of risk-assessment instruments have been devbloped for use b);
}xfo;flter's in the child protective system . The effort to deve!o?p such instruments
'S, In many respects, a positive occurrence. Risk-assessmemnt procedures po-
tentially can improve decision-making, facilitate interna supervision, and
lc.fad lo more efficient resource allocation Moteover, to properly deve’iop a
risk-assessment system, child wellare professionals would need to face di-
rectly the value judgments—often unstated——that underlie tfxe child protection
system :

' Despite the promise, we believe that risk-assessment instruments have only
lnnit?d utility at present. Many agencies have acted pr:}zmaturely, imple-
menting risk-assessment instruments that have not been ad'equately designed
or researched. ! [t is not possible to make highly accurate 'prediclions of risk
with e.xisling instrurnents Unfortunately, some child protection services (CPS)
agencies appear to be using risk-assessment instruments in an unjustifiable
manner, given the limited knowledge bhage regarding the validity of these
IE“IS&‘LI[T%EMS Moreover, we are concerned that many agencies are adopting
ns.k—zllssessmenl instiuments in liew of addressing fundamental problems in
e.x1slmg child protection systems, such as the excessive rlilumber of inexpe-
rlenced_ or incompetent workets and the lack of adequate r;esou:'ces In fact
use of‘madequale[y designed or researched risk-assessment instruments maq;
result in poorer decisions, because wortkers wiil rely on mechanical rules and
procedures instead of frying to develop greater clinical expertise

ir'1 this article, we examine some of the deficiencies in thé current approach
to risk assessment, in the hope that agencies wil reexamiaﬁxe how and when
they should adopt a risk-assessment instrument Our goai is to clarify the
potential strengths and limitations of various risk-assessment procedures We
also discuss how risk-assessrent procedures should be incorporated into child
protection decision-mnaking i
i
The Logic of Risk Assessment |

The movement toward risk assess
direction of chiid protection polici
intervention by chitd welfare age

ment grows logically outjof clanges in the
€5 over the past |5 years Before the 1970s,

. : ncies and juvenile courts dften was Jjustified
as a way of helping children who were exposed to '‘inadequate care "' No

spec!f%c harm was required, and a likelihood of future harm was not a pre-
requisite for courl intervestion. Child protection agencies were therefore not
generally concerned with carefully assessing risk Moreover, since the laws

I

Michael 5. Wald | Maria Woolverton 485

defining juvenile court jurisdiction over abused and neglected children per-
mitted intervention if the child was in an “‘unfit home,” the patents were
“unsuitable or neglectful,” or other such vague and undefined terms, anyone
interested in risk assessment could not know the behavior that needed o be
predicted

More recently, many legislatures have made it clear that CPS intervention
is justified only when a child has suffered (or is highly likely to suffer due
to cutrent parent behavior) specific types of maltreatment * The purpose of
intervention is to prevent further maltreatment, not just to provide general
services to the family Legislatures have begun to define abuse and neglect
more carefully, in terms of particular physical harms or injuries, sexual con-
duct involving a child, or severe emotional damage * When laws provide
more specific definitions of physical or emotional harm and sexual abuse, it
becomes possible to ask, ‘‘How likely is it that a parent who has once harmed
a child in a specific way will harm that child again in a specific way?"’3

Changes also have taken place in the legal standards governing removal
from their homes of abused or neglected childien, and in the standards for
reunification of children with their biological parents. Under older laws, still
in place in many jurisdictions, the standard for 1emoval and for return was
whether this action would be in the best interests of the child. The lerm best
interests was undefined; thus there was no standard for future parental behavior
that might be the focus of a risk-assessment procedure. Today, many stales
permit removal only if the child cannot be protected from future abuse if left
at home (throughout this arlicle the tesm '‘reabuse’” will also mean continued
neglect); reunification is mandated unless continued foster placement is nec-
essary o protect the child from reabuse.® Since the legal question is whether
the parents are likely to behave in a cestain way (e g ., in ways that will cause
physical injury to the child), it is at least theoretically possible to develop
instruments that will help predict the likelihood of this behavior

We support these legal changes and believe that child protection agencies
properly view their task as one of risk assessment. Risk-assessment instru-
ments can help workers make these decisions In fact, in some areas of legal
decision-making that involve predicting risk, such as decisions whether to
release people from menta) hospitals or correctional facilities, there js reason
to believe that the risk predictions are best made by looking only at a set of
specific factors, applied in an actuarial manner. This is because there are
specific factors that, when used in a statistical or actuarial manne:, are more
likely (o result in accuiate predictions than are well-trained clinicians using
clinical judgment.”

It is possible that if child protection agencies engage in a substaatial amount
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of research we will learn which factors are most predictfve of future abuse;
the time may even come when agencies will be justified in using an actuarial
approach in making child protection decisions.
That time, however, is far away Nevertheless
country have put into operation risk-assessme
the research necessary to validale the jisk-ass
unclear what purposes those instrurents
ments have both theoretical and metho
about the accuracy of any predictions m
the conceptual issues are resolved, an
risk-assessment instrunents
means of training workers,

, agencies throughout the
nt systems! before conducting
essment instrument . It is often
are meant (o serve, Existing instru-
dological flaws that raise questions
ade by using these instruments  Undi)
d the necessary research completed,
should be used very cauliodsly, primarily as a
1ot as a mechanical basis for-making decisions

In the following sections we discuss the conceptual and methodological
deficiencies in many risk-assessment Systems We then eXamine each of the
major decision points in the chiid prolection system and propose how risk-
assessmen( instruments should be used in making these decisions. Finally,

we discuss the relationship between rigk assessment and the use of resources
by child protection systems. '

. . 1
Assessing Risk-Assessment Procedures: Some Conceptual Issues

It is difficuit {0 do a general critique of rigk
and every current system Throughout the country many differenl systems are
being used in various ways. The utility of a given approach will depend upon
the purpose for adopting risk assessment, the use being made of the infor-
mation, as well as the quality of the risk-assessment too]. We will not attempt
to evaluate every current system . Instead, we raise some issues that are
applicable o most systems, recognizing that, with regard to some of our
criticisms, there are exceptions to our descriptions We begin by identifying

three conceplual issues that must be resolved by anyone trying to develop a
risk-assessment systemn.?

+
assessment that applies to each

Definitional Confusions

The first conceptual problem is a lack of clarit
asssessment. The lerm is used inconsistently;
three quite different procedures  The first, and
is a process for assessing the likelihood that a gl
will harot a child in the fiture  In essence, risk
a probability statement regarding a luture event

y about the meaning of risk
it has been applied o at least
in our mind proper, meaning
ven person (usuatly a parent)
assessment involves making

Thus, someone evaluating
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a risk-assessment instrument should lock at the t.hcoretical‘ jt}siifications and
the empirical evidence supporting the validity of the predictive factors used
i i irnent |
; It-"E:)er ;:JS;;:J:::S of child protection decisions, both the likelincod of any f'uu?t'e
abuse and the likely severity of any harm that would result from s'ur.:h behavior
are important. Decision-makers should consider both {actor's' in deciding ’whelhel
and how to intervene. A risk-assessment instrument m:ght help with i'}c%th
predictions. It must be ecognized, however, that assessing lhe‘ prqbabthty
that a parent will engage in abugive behavior‘ and assessing {Ele‘hicellhood of
a child being sériously harmed requires asking se:pa'ial.e guestlons {and, gf
course, defining *‘serious’) The probability that a child will suffer any fuiyrre
harm may be quite diffetent from the probability lh.al'he or she \im; Sk.n.”{er
serious futuie harm As we discuss later, the predictive factors in current
insiruments relate to the likelihood of some harm occurring; they have not
been shown to predict sericusness of future harm. o
This use of the term risk assessment, that is, the prediclion of future
behavior, is central to most current risk-assessment procedures. In many
states, however, the term risk assessment is used to describe procedures that
do not involve making probability statements Two quite different procedures
are sometimes also called risk assessment. First, in some states, part of. the
risk-assessment process involves a procedure whereby the agen‘cy categorizes
the seriousness of an existing injury to a child. For exampl-e, a risk-assessment
instrument may instruct workers o categorize as high risk those cases lvhat
involve injuries to the face or injuries that entail the tisk of death or physical
lm’[;"izlr'}e]eai:}c two possible reasons why an agency may r‘equir§ workers _lo. r_ale
the seriousness of the present harm; one reason is cansistent with our definition
of risk assessment, the other is not- Some agencies may want tq rate the
severity of the current injuries because they believe that the severity of Alhe:
present harm is a valid predictor of the likelthood of any future ]}&1‘{‘1‘1 o1 (?f
serious futire harm. If so, there is no conceptual problem; the Qniy issue is
whether seriousness of present harm is a good predictor We lix:heve that l.'he
little available 1esearch does not provide much support for using th% s?v.en‘ty
of lhe present harm as one of the factors predictive of luture harm ? This s,
howeves, an empiiical issue that can be studied. . |
In other agencies, however, the severity of the present barm, in anq c‘ﬁ"
itself, is considered relevant to decision-making, r-ega.rd]ess .Of Wileii}&l it 15‘
a good predictor of future harm  Child \?relfare officials mvaght cl.ecxde,‘ [(}u
example, that intervention is necessary in virtually every case involving ce1tfun
serious injuries, even if the apparent risk of recurrence is low. Such a policy
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might be justified on the grounds that once a parent has injured a child

seriously, the agency does not want to take any chance of reinjury To guide
these decisions, the agency therefore must categorize those injuries it considers
serious As we discuss below, we would support basing some decisions largely
on the seriousness of the current injury Thus, it is reasonable for agencies
to create taxonomniies, classifying the seriousness of injuries. But it must be
recognized that decisions based on such taxonomies do not turn on the prob-
ability of Future behavior Therefore, the process should not be called rigk
assessment,

Finally, in some states the term risk assessment is sometimes used inter-
changeably with the term needs assessment. Needs-assessment instruments
require wotkers to focus on the aspects of a family’s environment or behaviar
that are to be the focus of service intervention, such as poor family com-
munication or high parental conflict These factors are not, however, nec-
essarily predictive of future abuse, although they may be related to the future
well-being of the adulis and/or children 1? Meoreover, there are some variables
that may be piedictive of reabuse but are not relevant to a needs assessment
A history of criminality and the number of previous referrals, for example,
have each been found to be good predictors, that is, they gre correlated with
reabuge. But these factors do not cause the future conduct and they ate not
subject to change. They are predictive because they are, 'in effect,
for some unknown variables that are actuaily causal. !

Thus a needs-assessinent instrument should include different factors than
a risk-assessment instrument Although there would be overfap, a needs-
assessment instrument should focus on factors that cause the undesitable
behavior and are amenable to agency services Needs assessments can be
useful in setting up a casework plan, if intervention is otherwise justified,
because the child has been abused or neglecied. These instruments, however,
cannot be used to justify decisions to intervene, o remove a child, or to
reunify a family.

The confusion of terms just deseribed is disturbing. Very different pro-
cedures are necessary to develop instruments for predicting future parent
behavior than to develop laxonomies of seriousness, o needs-assessment
tools. As just indicated, the appropriate uses of each type of instriment also
vary. Because it is often difficult to determine what an agency means when
nt system, we have been unable (o determine
whether the instruments being used are likely to be valid means of accom-
plishing each agency’s geals. It is critical that administrators, workers, and
Judges understand, at a conceptual level, the appropriate uses of cach pro-
cess—that is, risk assessment, rating levels of seriousness, and needs as-

proxies

L
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sessment  Adopting a common and precise meaning for each lerm is an
essential first step

Application of Same Predictive Factors to Varied Decisions

The types of decisions that are thought to be enhancgd Lhr.ough' the u?eof
risk-assessment instruments vary enormously. Agencies are using ns?~a?
sessment instruments in making some or all of the following decisions: !( ).
whether, and how soon, to investigate a report of abuse o neglfact; A .whq uacri
to substantiate such a report after investigation; (3) wl]ether‘, in subs%a.nna&e
cases, to divert a case to an aliernative system, to file a cm.m petition, .or
even to close ihe case entirely; {4) whether to remove a chikd .ta;np?rar?iy
during the course of an investigation; (3) how mtlxch service .to gwe]a iam‘1t}/
that has been brought within the protective serw.ccs syste.m, I(6)‘.w1et her | o
remove a child into long-term foster care following an adjudication that t‘lz
child has been abused and neglected; (7) whether to return lo a parent a Ch'll
who has been in foster care, o1 in the alternative, whether to seek termination
' ights; and (8) whether to close a case .
o fr:"i:’f:]iﬂai;ﬁg tiie utigiigf of a given risk-asscssme‘nl pfccedure f'o.r imz.lllcmg
a specific decision, two questions must be asked F11-§;t, is ti‘w pgrt;au a:b ype
of decision amenable to risk assessment? Sef:clmd, is ‘lhe 111slrumen; t:ffng[
used appropriate for making that type of decision? With regz:lrd lo the sfrsr
question, we believe, for reasons discussed later, that some ecxlsmgs»»tm o
example, whether to substantiate a case—can never be .made on the asis
a risk-assessment instrument. The second question raises dlffer‘gnt ‘ESSUTS
Many agencies are using the same insi:-g;fnents to ma%ce many dl'ff'em]né de-
cisions. Yet, as we discuss below, there 15 no Lheql'"'ellcal Of e.mpmca _isaj
for applying the same instrument for egch of .Lhe varied pre'dictsons descrlt Bt
above It seemns almost certain that different instruments will be necessary to
make different decisions.

What Function Is the Instument Serving?

From the literalure, it appears that agencies are using-risic-assessmen{ ?Il'Sl‘er
ments in several ways. Some agencies are using them purely as ua?nm'g
devices, to get workers to apply more consistently whatever clxmcal‘clr}ier‘la
they use in making individual decisions, aﬂd/‘or to get ali work‘ers ;v:t hin a;s
agency to focus on those factors that are beheve(‘l,‘ on the basis of resear{cn
or expert judgment, to be most relevant to the deCfSlGnS that a‘re being mac f:£
Although the workers are taught to focus on pm‘u'culfxr factors, Lhe; §re lno
bound to make decisions based on an individual's risk score, nor are they
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limited 1o considering only
risk-assessment instruments
ical judgment

In other agencies, these instruments a
case-by-case basis, (o make decisions in a
In some states, workers add up the num
decision about the amount of risk on the
may, in fact, occur in mest agencies, eve
the instrument only as a ptide for clinic
'workers, especially new or less competent workers, will apply the instruments
in a mechanical fashion in order to avoid criticism and possible legal liability

) b S l y gl?lz {h( { [hcy [ack [[I 5 108 ”H}k] i (:I] 1 -
oI ccause ¢ 12Y [eco [+ 1 £ Skl!i

those factors in the instrument In these agencies,
function basically as a means of improving clin-

pparently are being applied, on a
quasi-actuarial or statistical fashion
ber of risk elements and base their
number of negative factors 2 This
n when it is agency policy 1o treat
al judgment, since it is likely that

“‘[he use of instruments as a statistical tool raises different problems than
their use as a way of focusing clinical Jjudgment. Both the way workers [hi;tk
abpnt the instruments and portray them in court proceedings wili be altered
It is, therefore, very important in evaluating a 1isk-assessment instrument t
focus on how it is being used \ o

_111 sum, because of the substantial variations in the nature of the instruments
i}elfag used, the purposes for which they are being used, the decisions for
which they are being used, and the research base suppm’ting any given in-
strument, our discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of :isk‘assessmeﬂt
must be general. Nevertheless, we believe that there are some important

g nerafizaty 5 {ha €an b‘& ﬂ]ﬂde {ega[‘ding TE !] umen a (! (4]
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Limits on the Utility of Current Risk-Assessment Systems
What a Good Risk-Assessment Systemt Must Do }
To understand the limitations of existing instruments
understand what it means to engage in risk assess
assessfm‘ent entails using known information about a g
lo estimate the likelihood that the petson will engage in a particular behavior
ot behaviors in the future For such a procedure to have validity, there }nust
be adequate evidence that the identified factors are related to the’chaﬂce that
the person will engage in the conduct. Second, it is essential that the Factors
be measured accurately; for example, it is no good o know that current drug

il P 3 ! . . . .
use i1s p] e(flCl! Ve Of iUltH{: he VIO ]i WE cannot ’.e%l \Vhe“]e[ apet 50N 1§ Usin

» it ig first necessary to
ment. In essence, risk
iven person or situation
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There is a third element that is critical in evaluating the ulility of a risk-
assessment system designed for improving child protection decisions, an ele-
ment that is frequently ignored. Under the laws of most states, and the mandate
of Public Law 96-272, the goal of protective intervention is not simply to
protect presently abused or neglected children from future reabuse. If that
were the case, the goal could be met by simply placing all abused and neglected
children in foster care P Public policy dictates, however, that the goal of
intervention is to try to prevent further maltreatment while keeping families
{ogether, to the degree possible. When children ate removed, the goal gen-
erally is to wotk for reunification. In some states, agencies are required to
intervene in the least intrusive way possible.

Therefore, in the context of child protection services, a fully adequate risk-
assessiment precedure must address the following question: *'How high is the
risk of reabuse if the parent receives a particular treatment o1 set of services?”
In fact, in light of current laws, the appropriaie questions might be: “*Undex
what conditions is the parent wnlikely to reabuse a child? Is supervision of
the family (plus the provision of services) necessary to make such behavior
unlikely? Is it sufficient?”’ If the behavior is unlikely even wilhout services,
then any intervention may be inappropriate. If it is likely even with supervision
and services, then removal usually may be necessary, depending on the se-
riousness of the potential harm and the availability of adequate placements.
Similar guestions rnust be asked regarding reunification, closing of open cases,
and termination of parental rights Since the availability of services, treaiment,
or monitoring will alter the risk posed by a given individual, a risk-assessment
instrument is truly useful only if it identifies the likelihood of reabuse given
specific interveniions.

Development of an adequate risk-assessent system is not merely a meth-
odological task, however. Ultimately, risk assessment requires making value
judgments. To begin with, it is necessary to specify the types of harm that
are to be predicted Abuse and neglect can be defined in any way the users
of the instruments wish, but they must be defined, there can be no rigk
assessment unless one knows the risk that is being assessed Obviously, the
validity of the instrument or predictive factors must be measured in terms of
the ability to predict whether the parents will abuse or neglect their chiidren

in the ways indicated in the definition.

In addition, an acceptable risk-assessment system must specify the ciiteria
for determining the relationship between a given level of risk and the decisions

' that must be made by the child protection system—Ffor example, whether to
intervene, whether to remove a child, and so on. All risk assessment involves
estimating probabilities. Child protection workers must assess (or guess) the
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probability that a given behavior (e g., the parent will hit the child) or given
outcome (e g , the child will sustain 2 life-threatening injury) will ocour in
the future. Risk-assessment instruments may help maximilze the accuracy of
these predictions, but even (he best prediction instruments will never be 100%
accurate  There will atways be false positives-—people who are labeled as
likely to engage in the behavior who will not engage in it, and false nega-
tives—people labeled as unlikely to commit certain acts who will commit
those acts In fact, there is a trade-off in the application of any instrument in
the ratio between false positives and false negatives; in general, limiting the
number of false positives increases the proportion of false negatives M

The level of risk that one is wiiling to accept always involves making value
judgments Both types of erors involve serious consequences: children may
be placed in foster care who would have been safe at home or children may
be reinjuted because the family was mistakenly considered low rigk How
many false positives and faise negatives are acceptable? It is unclear who, i
anybody, is making these value judgments or how they are being made 5 It
is critical that Jjudges and agency administzators openly acknowledge that the
ultimate decisions involve value Judgments and that a risk-assessment instry-
ment metely tries to quantify the risk

When decision-makers face these value judgments, they should be aware
of a major limitation of all current risk-assessment systems. To make decisions
sensibly, it is necessary to know the general parameters of the trade-offs
This requires that the risk decision be quantified. Unfortunately, no present
risk-assessment system specifies what is meant, in quantitative terms, by the
lerms high, medium, or low risk Thus, we do not kinow if high risk means
that there is a 10%, 30%, or an 80% probability that this f'ainily witl, in fact,
reabuse its children 'S Nor do we know what it means with regard 1o the
probability of severe Injury The same is true of the term low risk .

In fact, for teasons discussed below, no risk-assessment system is capable
of providing such information, since the research necessary to make quan-
litative statements has not been done The best that can be said for existing
instrdments is that they are able to rank cases, more or less accurately, along
a risk continuum, without telling us how close the case is to either end of
the coatinuum, or how much distance there is between cases with different
rankings Obviously, this means that these instruments provide quite limited
information to help inform the value-decision process

Methodological Deficiencies in the Development of Present Instruments

If present instruments cannot

provide quantitative estimales of the probability
of reabuse, what can they d

07 At a minimum, they should help decision-

3
Michael 5 Wald | Maria Woolverton 49

makers focus on those factors that are most likely 1o be related to recurrence
of maltreatment and they should enable cases to be ranked, howiver roughly,
along a risk continuum. How good are they fc'}r these purposes’

As Dee Wiison, Coordinator of the Washinglon State Risk Assessment
Project, wrote in 1988, [To] date, risic—asfsessmerjt nlaodels l.ngve }?t'z;:; “de-
veloped in an atheoretical or even antitheoretical professional milizu ‘ If}t.l'j
a methodological perspective, no current instrumen} was de.veioped'm a acl—f
entifically adequate fashion, although some agencies are in the ;3mcetsls Z-
trying to validate instruments properly.'® We wiil not detalll aii}the n']t? :lom
ological shortcomings of existing insirumf:nts; Pecora has lccen.t y writien ¢
excellent review '* We do want to identify some prevalent misconceptions

isting instruments .
ab?fl:)t g::“gjtnmv%x:lf,s the factors relied on to predict future behavior in virtuaily
all states were not derived from research regarding feabuse‘by parents Ideally,
an instrument would be used only after the agency had 1deﬂ'tiﬂed a z.mmbt«:f
of potentiaily predictive factors of reabuse and t.hen tested tlle{s“ pafedicglfv?ness
through prospective, longitudinal research This \\foulq require identi ):m}g a
group of parents who had abused or negle'cted their children and r.nonl; '?(rll‘ng
the family for a period of time to see which parents reabused zhr?ar childien
and which factors predicted this behavior. There have been a few such sFudles;
in recent years, but these studies foliowed, rathes thfm prece_ded, asloptzml] (go
arisk-assessment instrument by the agencies that pa;‘hlmpz?tefl in 1F1e reseaich °
Moreover, even these few completed studies are lqmte limited in scopg. It is
unknown whether the findings are generally appltFab}e bﬁ}l'and the Palticuiarf
sample studied. ¥ In addition, none of these studies e;lmmmf:c? the impact 0f
services in reducing risk, which, as we have aigued, is a critical element o
ate system ,

&n“?lfzg,u;ifstig instruments basically reflect the best avaitable guesses .aboul
which factors are most likely 1o be related to ;eab‘use‘ ir} general, the factors
were derived from two sources: the judgments of experienced wozkgrs as Lo
which [actors are most likely to be associated with reabuse, and. lxlcram’re
reviews that examined those factors gencra!ly found to be associated with
people who initially abuse or neglect their cht]d.ren Both gf- the sfources l:;re
suspect, and thus there is good reason to question ke validity of a number
of the factors comained in many current instruments -

It is not inappropriate to begin with factors suggested by expe}'lf:nced work-
ers. It must be iemembered, however, that until {es_ted em]?mcaﬂy. these
factors cannot be considered 1o be scientifically validaled The s.uggesied
factors undoubledly reflect each worker’s sense of the factors thal were presep%
in cases where reabuse occurred For example, a worker may believe that in
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het or his experience reabuse occurs maore
abusers, isolated from other family memb

many of these factors are predictive of reabuse Because clinical judgment is
not perfect, however, it seems highly likely that some false predictors have
been included in current instruments 22 In addition, workers wil identify some
factors that are spuriously correlated with the likelihood ef future maltreat-
ment. For example, 1 worker may notice that younger par:enls scem to have
higher rates of future abuse. it may be, however, that the critical factor is
really economic status, or {family disorganization, and that younger parents
are generally poorer or mole disorganized A Detter-off o1 better organized
younger parent may be no more likely to reabuse than an ‘older parent.
Relying on factors derived from lilerature reviews of factors associated
with initial abuse and neglect also is problematic.® First, the evidence about
the causes of initial abuse and neglect is far from definitive. Many of the
studies were methodologically weak Moreover, few studies examined ne-
glect; even fewer pertained to sexual abuse Thus, the research gives us little
help in developing instruments predictive of continued neglect o the recur-
renice of sexual abuse 24
Most importantly, the evidence derived from literature rev
limited relevance (o the risk-assessment decisi
examined studies that compared people who 1
nonabusers. These studies help idenlify factor
general population, will abuse their children
workers, however, is not which parenls will
initially; it is which parents wili reabuse th
predictive of initial abuse or neglact
those correlated with fulure maltreat
being assessed have already abused

[requently if parents are substance
ers, or very young. Undoubtedly,

iews is of only
on These reviews generaily
had abused their children with
s that predict who, among the
The prediction confronting CPS
abuse or neglect their children
eir children The factos that are
are nol necessarily the same factors as
ment In fact, since all of the parenls

or neglected their children, most cases
should have many of the factors associaled with initial abuse, otherwise the

research is wrong. Risk assessment involves predicting which subset of this
population will continue to harm their children The deficiency of current
instruments is even grealer with regard to predictions of the likely severity
of any future harm. There is virtually no clinical or empirical basis for iden-
liying those factors that are likely to be associated with severity To out
knowledge, no instruments are designed lo assess the prabability that a child
will suffer serious injury 23

Since the factors most predictive of recurrence o
many wotkers may be inclined just 1o add up the number of risk factors and
assume that people with more such factors pose a preater risk of reabuse
Many instruments, in fact, instruct the workers (o calculate a total score and

1 of severity are unknown,
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to label cases as high, medium, or low risk .based on lh‘e numb? gf ilsi
factors present Even if one assumes that .%he factors cgnlan}edl.l;? i;e instr
ment generally had predictive validity, this p:‘ocj'c:duz'c is ?[1_{LE§[§ n?cl. o
To begin with. withoul research we have no idea Wi}CIElLL!l. points [:?75
be—that is, how many factors must be present before the risk is ;n‘crea'secu. )
Moreover, an additive model is unlikely tolaccuralely' predict risk .”; 1::
context. First, many of the factors contained in current instruments probably
are ittercorrelated—1hat is, when one of the fa;tors (for :‘:xzfmple, ? yotigg
parent} is present, certain other f'acmr:% {for e&amg?ie, l.ow mr.c;m{e) ?a;(l): ond
to be present. To the exient that this is true, it will pxoduije s;_ri;he:aah Ume}
in judgments about risk. Adding factors 1ha.£ are corrp]alﬂ \lx;s each other
mﬁy result in predictions of higher levels of risk t.han are aclually wlcu a .
In addition, some factors may be much more important than OI}BIS; s0m
may come into play only in the presence of others; and the effeclslo sorf;et
factors may be multiplicative, not additive At present, such factors cann
ba?\‘l?s;l:lafclliicales of risk assessment recognize-{h'at z\cldi'ng up 1?1(3 nuslnlber qf
risk factors is not appropriate; they asseit that it is th mtetac:l;on of flactoxus
that matters. Yet nobody is able to point out which mtemctaqns of _ (flacl:ltms
make a difference, making it impossible to draw any useful practice gm. e m?s
from this constant pointing out that it is thc.inleractmn‘ of faclors lhlal umue.s;,.
Although there are some promising starts in developing mcac!e:lsj lulsl sple;:: 32:
interaction effects, it is extremely difficult to ccnc%u.ct‘rcscm‘ch let has
sampie size large enough te permit the necessary statsstt;a% a|1aly§;s“ .
Any predictions based on thesc instruments ate further suspect i | 1;: sém[h
instrument is used in cases of physical abusc,' s'exua]l abuse, alnd neg c:cl o
the theoretical literature and the sparse empirical lilerature mchcatq L?a; ‘1 -
ferent factors may be predictive depending on {h‘e iype of bghavzq emgr
predicted. In addition, a large number of cases involve multipie types 0!
mallreatment. The factors that contribute to continued maitreatment in such
ituati till be different, '
Slt‘r:;‘;i[mt%: of preblem also undermines the wtility D.f me‘my preser:id;r;;
struments: the rediability of the instruments As‘severatba'esemchels h%we noé [. )
in many states the items that are Enciu{ieq in the znsu.um.e‘nl zfrebn(;l l&a{;_
consistently by various workers; in fact: mter‘rater. Iiellﬂb'illi).( ;s cowmq
ceplabie levels for most instruments  This |5110%su1‘;?rlssf1g g;ventllc vaglt(le:- m
of many iterns. For example, one z‘ésk»asse.ssmen‘t mslr%lmenl. asks wor e-S t
decide whether thete are "' mild disciepancies o mco'rsssstencu?s snl the paxenl -
child relationship,” or the ‘‘child evidences an anxious o disturbed aua_c(;,-?
ment to the patent 7' What do these tetms mean? How are they measured?
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Are they relevant beyond infancy? These questions piague developmenta)
psychologists How can a worker in the field reliably assess these factors?
These judgments would be difficult for experienced, well-trained profession-
als. They are impossible for inexperienced, untrained workers. Until there is
satisfactory interrater reliability for a given instrument, it remains an unac-
ceptable means for making critical decisions

Fortunately, many agencies are aware of these problems and are trying to
improve theijr instruments However, we have one concern that is not, to our
knowledge, being addressed. As noted, the critical question in child protective
cases is how will a given paremt respond to trealment, not how many risk
elements can be identified In deciding whether to divert a case, petition a
court, or remove or return a child, g worker must estimate the probability
that the parent will respond to treatment. Yet, virtually no research examines
the impact of different intervention strategies on people with different rigk
profiles Research that identifies factors associated with initial abuse of neglect
tells us nothing about this question. Neither does the limited research regarding
reabuse, since these studies have not controtled for treatment 29

Finally, it must be remembered that RO present instrument is able to make
statistical predictions regarding the probability that a given individual will
reabuse a child Therefore these instruments should not be considered as
providing a “‘scientific’” alternative to clinical judgment, howjevm unscientific
such judgments may be Developing numerical probabilities requires sub-

stantial research Unfortunately, it seems unlikely that such research will be
available in the foreseeable future

Using the Same Instrument Jor Multiple Purposes

As previously indicated, many agencies are using the same sel of risk factors,
actually the same instrument, to make a aumber of different {yf}es of decisions:
whether to divert a case following substantiation; whether {6 remove a child
during the investigation stage; whether to place a child in foster care in an
adjudicated case; whether to reunify a child with her or his family 30 This is
inappropriate. Theoretically, it seems unlikely that the same set of factars is
equally predictive of future behavior under quite different conditions: neither
is there research evidence that would justify this procedure Although some
factors may be predictive at all points in time, other factors will be usefu]
only for particular decisions.

To give one illustration, the degree to which a parent cooperated with a
caseworker while a child wag in long-term foster placement may be quite
predictive of the risk of reabuse following reunification In contrast, the fact
that a parent is uncoupetative at the point of initial investigation may not be

497
Michael § Wald | Maria Woolverton

at all predictive of the likelihood of reabuse prigl‘" to a(i}ud1cat1.on; li{!C(Z)t(?p~
erativeness may merely reflect the parent’s hostility over the investigation
process o the way the individual worker approaf.:h.ed the parent. (.In fact, one
benefit that may come from the development of ‘r;sic—_as‘sessTnen[ mstrur.neﬂtst
is knowledge that some factors commonly used in clinical judgm_ent are im:»a
really predictive of future behavior—oparental attitudes may be just such

fﬂc]r;{}):er)efore, separate instruments should be used. fo'{ .each dec.is;on To (;led
velop separate instruments relevant to e.acl.a type of decision, S!Udlci[ 'ars'nezt:. en
that identify those factors that are predictive of 1'cabtlsf: p.end‘mg adjudica E;) 1,
reabuse of children left at home following court ad;ud;catmn, Yeabusel ol-
lowing reunification, and so on Little such research is currently in progress

Use of Risk Assessment To Substantiate Cases

The previous discussion concerned methodological issue's that generalllybi:.a_ml
the utility of risk-assessment Enstruments_ , even when th'e .mstmments are | emgt
applied in otherwise appropriale situations Orse_ deciston, hO\f\r’BV&tf‘,.‘IS no
amenable to risk assessment for reasons totally mdepend.enl of CIEﬁCl'Ct’]CIE“:S
in the instruments—the decision to substantiale an aliegation that a child has
: “neglected. .
bei}s d\if)zsl?:vgrnr{])tegd, risk assessment is a tool for pr'eci‘ic{ing futare behavior,
it is not a method for determining whether past behavior has occurred Y_et(i
to substantiate an ailegation of abuse o1 negiec.t, a CPS worker musl' 'fm
evidence that a parent already has harmed the' child or has c.reated condtthrll(si
that have a high likelihood of harming the Ch.lfd {e g, leaving a you};}gucl:;
unsupervised, having a home with exposed wires, broken glass, etcl) 'nt.er
virtually ail states” iaws, statistical cvidepce that a person‘ has _chatacf.ens iCS
associated with parents who might abuse or neglect thelr-chlidxcn is not a
basis for legal intervention The parent must halvetengaged in actual behavior
: the legal definition of abuse or neglec .
{hfiit’lize;{;jc is n%)t just one of legal definitions . Thf:'fact that a parent.h‘as
already engaged in abusive or neglectful behavior is f:rl_hca] _to the ?Gc?pt‘fb‘“%
of the risk-assessment process. The accuracy of predictions is grea%ly chease
because we are dealing with a group of known ‘abusers, since the rat(? of
reabuse is greater than the rate of initéailabuse in the general poplulau;)n..
Using the presence of risk factors as evidence that abuse o _nc'ag et mls
occurred, when this cannot be proven independently, would certainly result
in a substantial number of errors If an allegation of abuse o1 neglect czmnlot
be substantiated but the family appeats to be at risk of ablfssve or negllele.fui
behavior, an offer of voluntary services may be ap;?mpnate B}gi cogicive
intervention is never justified solely on the basis of risk factors.



498 CHILD WELFARE / Volume LXIX, Number 6 / November-December 1900
Implications

What are the implications of the deficiencies in existing instruments
limited research support for them? We do not believe th
should be abandoned until the appropriale research is do
useltl role in improving decision-making Agency adm
ogrize, however, the limitations of these instruments an
that reflects these limitations. We recommend sever

. and the
at these instruments
ne: They can play &
inistrators must rec-
d use them in a way
al courses of action

Instruments Should Be Used as a M

eans of Improving Clinical Judgment,
. . '
Not as an Actuarial Device

Because risk-assessment instruments current]
avaifable clinica judgment, they should be treated as such: Even well-con-
ceived instruments cannot be used in a statistical or actuarial manaer. Instead,
they should be used 10 teach workers to focus on particular factors, and not
to consider other factors that might be arbitrary or irrefevany 3 Workers should
be taught that the factors in the instruments conslitute a general set of guide-
lines to focus thejr thinking. Training should concentrale on improving clinical
judgment, so that workers can make better educated guesses about whethey
the particular combination of factors seen in any given case is predictive of
future harm. Agencies shouid be especially diligent in preventing inexperi-
enced, less competent workers from using these instruments:in a mechanical
fashion, which they might do in order 1o avoid lability or criticism, or because
they do not have the skills to use the information in a more sophisticated
anner

To prevent misuse of the instrument, workers should be instructed not (o
add up the number of risk factors Instead, they should be required to describe,

in writing, why they believe a given situation en(ails high or low risk Workers
also must be taught to ask the critical (questio

fecurtence of the behavior?' In essence,

assessment protocol as a scieening tool, heiping them lo petceive the kinds
of resources or services lhat would be needed to deal with each of the rigk
factors, rather than just adding up risk factors to make a decision about removal
or nomremoval, reunification or nonreunification They must become sophis-
ticated at judging intervention stralegies; (his is why agencies cannot settle
for high worker turnover

Third, agencies must ensure that warkers receive good supervision. Rigk-
assessment procedures are, in fact, a forn of supervision. They are important
additions to, but not substitutes for, ongoing supervisory review.

Finally, we must continue to recognize the value of providing workers with
the opportunity to exercise Judgment As one author has written:

Y are embodiments of the begt

n: *"What is necessary to prevent
they should come.to see the risk-
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Competence and sensitivity are l‘hcms‘,clves not sla‘lic pheinou‘wn]s:
Conscientiousness, dedication, idealism, openness, enlmsnaite&
willingness to listen and learn are at ]e.,ast‘to some extanlt evgeen
by a sense of sesponsibility, by the realization that one ;as oe
entrusted with a great and important task | can thlln'k'o ?0 111?%
more subversive to the . inner sense of responslablllty Har: 115
notion that, to the greatest possible extent, all L!}& nn‘pm[z}mls.m |
will be called by someone else because we don't believe in his o1
her competence and sensitivity,

Wald, among others, has written about the dangers ofgivmg \a.for.kers 102
much discretion;*® however, the dangers of giving too iitle discretion mus
also be recognized

Application to Specific Decisions

Whether, or how soon, to investigate Cum:r?t risk-assessn:u?nt ms}t;:tfr:lel:lt]si
are not appropriate for use in connection with [.hcsri dec;)sm%ns .]1;5 ,iwm
allegations that might constitute ai?use‘ o neglecl{, as dgffn&d ‘y av:f ;)re kﬁ(}wﬂ
state, must be investigated. The izkehhogd of futu;f: injury canno
in advance of investigation; it is legally Ira‘aif:vant in any case. ] .
1t has been arpued to us that, since agencies faced with l}l:{);le . relsom s
do not investigate al} cases, it would be bct%e; for them to mv}esgga{e c;z;ie.r
that are more likely to be confirmed, since this group presumably is a[ gr et
risk of future malizeatment. Some researchers i.mve develo;}efl ;nzlrﬂs:re N
that predict confitmation rates ¥ Although conf n"medl cases proba y e 2
greater risk, we believe that using risk instruments in this way is 1fnapﬁml?mesw
if legisiators do not wish to provide adelquale funds [.0 ailo‘w lor 1 (;epace )
tigation of all allegations of maltreatment, then the lAeg;slat'me shou y ti(mp
to the value issue and decife which types of cases do nol wariant inves 1%a ‘ u.)
A legislature might choose to narrow the dgﬁ:)l%lon of :nattrez;{tm‘en o; o
instruct agencies to focus on the seriousuess.of the alleged lf}rm . :: socn; 1%} »
direct that priosity be given to cases mosit §Ik(’:ly to be confirmed, lmscan be
likely to respond to intervention (assummgl (.atlhez (?f {l"vlese cai;:go.nes i be
identified), or on some other basis. The critical pomt’ is that H.el;sslue st
purely a research problem; at core it is a value decision, which shou
ma?ﬁec;glljzuof priorily is more complex. '_l'hc". first question is again one ;)f
value—which cases deserve priority. A prioriiy system coul.d. for exarfnp e,
focus on the likelihood of confirmation, L}le [?:'obable SEriQusness ¢ [TYL
maltreatment that might occur if investigation is delayed, or on cz;s:;s a
pose the greatest threa! of imminent reabuse, regardless of seriousnes
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We believe that the primary considerations should be the tikelibood that
the child will be maltreated in the near future and the poténtial seriousness
of any injury There are no studies that address these issues; thus current risk-
assessment instruments are not useful in making priority decisions, if these
are the criteria ¥ Priority must therefore be based on vaiiie judgments re-
garding the seriousness of the potential harm and commonsense decisions
regarding the factors that relate to whether reabuse is imminent, such as
evidence of fiequent previous maltreatment, any known seripus parenta) sub-
stance abuse or mental illness, and whether the alieged pefpetrator still has
access {o the child Since there is no research indicating which factors predict
severity of future harm, it is reasonable to look at severity of the present
injury and assume that past behavior is the best predictor of future behavior
The class of injuries or harms that are considered serious should be carefully
defined; this is the appropriate use of taxonomies

Many of these factors will not be known when a report is received There-
fore, first priority should be given to allegations of serious injury. We do not
have sugpestions regarding less serious injuries We suggest that agencies
conduct research aimed at identifying Factors that predict which situations put
the child most at risk of immediate harm; only if such factors cannot be
identified might it be useful to try to identify those cases most likely to be
confirmed. ‘

Whether to intervene, close. or divert When allegations of abuse or neglect
are substantiated, a CPS worker must decide whether the rigk of recurrence
is substantial enough, or the harm serious enough, to justify agency intes-
venlion. As an ailernalive to intervention, a worker might close the case
entirely or divert the case to an alternative treatiment System Risk-assessment
procedures are, for the most part, appropriately used in making these deci-
sions. The exception relates 1o seriousness; an agency might decide that sonie
involvement is always needed in cases of more serious injuries, regardless of
a parent’s risk profile 38 These judgments should be spelled out, and the vaiue
premises specified. :

Based on present research, it may be especially appropriate to use risk
assessment to screen out cases that involve less serious actual or potentiaf
harm and where the risk of reabuse is apparently low Several studies, using
risk-assessment instruments and some degree of random ass) Enment 1o treat-
ment and nontreatment groups, have teporled very low recidivism rates for
families classified as low risk that were diverted to allernative systems or
whose cases were closed after only a briefl intervention. ¥ These studies must
be viewed catttiously, since some of these studies followed the cases for only
six months. Still, some agencies may unnecessarily tax their already inade-
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quate resources by opening cases that probably can be diverted without jeop-
ardizing the child’s well-being.

We stress the need for accompanying research, however. The m;earch E?gse
is not adequate to allow agencies to determine with confidence which families
are truly low risk. Moreover, for diversion to work, good prograrms :.nust be
available outside the CPS system. The quality of the service prqvxded _by
those alternatives must be regularly checked. Research should examine which
alternatives work and which families do 1ot respond Without [h:s. researct?,
the validity of decisions based on risk-assessment instruments will remain
suspect ‘

Agencies might also try to get relatively lo.w~nsl.( parents tg accept agencl)j
supervision voluntarily, as an alternative tq invoking court ‘]urxlschctmn Al
though the level of risk might be used to decide not to seek court mvoiveme‘ﬂt,
research has not so far indicated which low-risk cases should be closed, which
diverted, and which encouraged to use voluntary services

Pretrial removal One of the most critical decisions facing CPS wolrkers
is whether to remove a child during the investigation process 'The penme:nt
questions at this slage are whether the parent is likely to reinjure the child
prior to trial, the potential sericusness of any reinjury,' and whether the parents
are likely to flee the jurisdiction The needs of the child also may be relevant;
for example, a child may need special medical care

Current research tells us little about any of these issues Thus, we would
not recomend using current instruments to make this decisio.n.. Instead, we
suggest that workers focus on the sericusness of the present injury n}zd any
clear-cut parental conditions, such as serious substance abuse ot me‘ntal iliness,
that might influence their conduct in the short run, plus any previous gattem
of abuse or neglect by the parent In general, children who have been seriously
injured—for example, broken bones, buns—should be. temoved because we
do not want to risk reinjury of this magnitude even in one case; thus the
probability of reinjury is less relevant (an exception may bg cases whe‘re the

perpetrator is no longer present). Most other factqrs found in present instru-
ments are probably imelevant to short-run predictions; some may even lead
to poor decisions—for example, too much weight may be paid i‘o parental
attitude——which may be misleading or improperly assessed at this stage of
the process

In making this decision, the reasonable efforts mandate must.also be cpn-
sidered The agency is obligated to explore interventions that m}ght aiievnftte
the risk and the need for temoval These services often can eliminate the risk
in neglect cases—at least on a temporary basis‘_ - N

Home supervision versus foster placement This is perhaps the most critical,



502 CHILD WELFARE / Volume LXIX, Number 6/ Novembm-«December 1990
.
and most difficult, decision for the protective services system It is also the
decision most amenable 1o risk assessment The littie available research is
most germane to this issue, since several studies have examined factors as-
suciated with reabuse of children lelt at home. In addition, this is the point
in the process where the data about the family are most iikdly to be accurate
and complete, since a full investigation will have been comipleted
Risk-assessment instruments can be used to help workeérs focus on the
factors that are appropriately considered Yet, even in this area, there is not
nearly enough evidence indicating which factors are predictive of reabuse to
allow for mechanica} applications of assessment tools. Clinical judgment is
still critical to determining the likely impact of services, the parents’ respon-
siveness to services, and the likely impact of various interventions on the
child. These decisions are complicated-—the risk to the chiid resulling from
removal, as well as from nonremoval, must be considered Because of the
complexity of the judgment, agencies ought to consider establishing internal
review commitlees to make these decisions in the more serious cases—perhaps
in all cases in which removal is contemplated .
Reuntfication. The factors in most instruments probably are not particularly
good at predicting successful reunification Some of the factors frequently
found in present instruments are irrelevant ot hatd to measure at the time of

the reunification decision (for example, most factors dealing with the parent-

child relationship do not make senge following placement, although it may
be possible to assess interaction during visits). There is no research indicating
what factors are most predictive; in fact, there is little information indicating
the percentage of children who are teabused following reunification—infor-
mation that is needed to determine the likely &
prediclion instrument
judgment

rror rates associaled with any
Reunification decisions require substantial clinical
i

Revision of Instruments

Even if restricted in the manner Just suggested, curtent instruments should
be redesigned to separate those factors that are basically value judgments
about seriousness of harm [rom those factoss that are thought to be predictive
of reabuse A separate set of rujes ought to be adopted by the agency regarding
how the polential seriousness of any lutwe injury should be weighed, rec-
ognizing that this question is independent of the likelihood of it occurting.

Also, current instruments should be reevaluated to determine whether there
reatly is a sound theoretical or expetiential basis for each of the items now
included Those items (hat are questionable should be eliminated, and those
that cannot be measured reliably should be revised or eliminated
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Conducting Research

Obviously, from all we have said previcusly, we bc-:li.cve that if decision-
making is reaily to be improved and risk :?ssessrr}enlt is to become ? fnuzf
scientific procedure, agencies must support, either within the agency of through
connections with ouiside researchers, the type of research that is needed lj;
make any risk-assessment procedure more us-efuIA Over lil(ﬁ' longﬂ r'tu;, t[he
development of more statistical bases for making judgments is celiam- y ¢ e(;
sirable In the short run, faced with enormous budgel problems and ]3m§te
personnel, it is understandable that agencies would not choose to use limiled
{ ces for research.

!es;ll:;s:esare not necessarily competing uses of resources, ho':vever' Money
may be available for research that is not available for dt‘lect seivices Caxef%aily
conceived research, such as has been done by the NQKIOI'IHI Councit on ’%nn‘ae
and Delinquency in Alaska and by other organivzatlons in other statf:s, [wﬂi
certainty improve decision-making and may ultimately iead. u? a pomlt whete
risk-assessment instruments can be used in a more spph;stscatcd fash.:on.
Morecver, much of the data needed for prediction smshcs cout'ci be obiained
by agencies as part of a comprehensive management mformz}uo“n Sysl;:!}"l If
agencies begin to collect information systematically about children as} am-
ilies throughout the period of agency involvement, we can expect much more
and better research.

Risk Assessment and the Politics of Child Protfection

One of the most startling aspects of the risk—assess‘men[‘movement is the
rapidity of ils adoption throughout the commry———wh}ch might be contrasted
with the considerably slower pace in the implementation o_f reasonable efforts
procedures, home-based services, and permanency planning ‘
Why have agency administrators throughout the cour.tu‘y latc'hed on to risk
assessment so rapidly? Undoubtedly, part of the reason is that risk assessment
is being sold as critical to good practice. f\nd, as we haw.a noted, evertually
it may be. At that time, it will deserve widespread E'ld()pll()ﬂ . ‘
We are concerned that the rush to implement nsk' assessment is being
propelied by less justifiable motives, as well As the l.atemlure makes clear,
risk assessment also is viewed as a way of coping with two ;}roblerr}s thzi
| plague administrators—inadequate resources and incompetent persotinel

" This is unacceptable. 1t is also seen as a way of avoiding agency liability for

““incorrect”” decisions This is unlikely - o
We recognize that it is often difficult to rectuit and retain highly competent
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workers. We also are sympathetic with concern about agency iiability for
“wrong™ decisions It is not surprising that administrators look for ways 1o
minimize the negative effects of staff deficiencies or the lack of treatment
resources The use of risk-assessment procedures, however, cannot adequately
compensate for inadequate staff or other resources. ’

There are a number of reasons why risk-assessment procedures canhot be
used as a substitute for competent workers Since no curreﬁt risk-assessment
instrument has been shown to make accurate predictions statistically,
Judgment of workers remains an important element in most child protection
decision-making Moreover, even if maore scientific instruments are devel-
oped, many of the factors or measures probably will require’ worker judgment
(for example, parental cooperativeness and/or levels of funfctioning} Unless
workers are competent and wel] trained, they will not even gather the basic
information reliably, thereby reducing the validity of predictions

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, risk assessment always should be
tied to case planning " The risk of a child being injured by'a parent who has
already injured the child (or who has engaged in dangerous behavior) depends
heavily upon the kind of intervention that takes place following the deter-
mination that the child is at 1isk. Appropriate interventions will lessen the
risk in some cases; inappropriate interventions will increase the risk. Only
compelent, trained workers will be able to make these decisions.

Risk-assessment instruments also should 0ot be used t
inadequate resources The use of risk-assessment tools
efficient utilization of resources, but they will not enable a
adequate intervention if caseloads are excessive or treatmen
We believe that il is ethically wrong for administrators 1
ment procedures in lieu of pushing the political system
Politicians must be made to bear the consequences of th
adequately fund the child protection system

All children who come within the definiti
and morally entitled to that level of services necessary to piotect them from
future harm ** OFf course, when fesources are inadequate to. respond to each
case or o provide appropriate services, allocation decisions must be made .
We would focus on cases involving the most setious actual harm fo children
as a first priority After that we would want to balance the seriousness of
potential harm with the likelihood of its occurrence. Risk-assessment instru-
ments can help inform that value judgment

We would not, however, imply in any way that this was 2 satisfactory
outcome. The public and its legislators ought to be reminded regularly that
as a result of inadequale resources children who require protection are not

the

o compensate for
can lead to more
gencies to provide
tprograms limited
0 adopt risk-assess-
for' more resources
eir unwillingness to

on of abuse and neglect are legally
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getting it Legislators ought to be forced to confront the value judgmt::m albout
what level of risk is deemed acceptable, or not worthy of funds for interven-
tion. In our view, agency administrators are obligated to carry on the advocacy
necessary to obtain adequate resources and personnel so that they can meet
the child-protection goals of the system. . e
Finally, we doubt that these instruments will protect agencies Frc'»m hab:i:{y?
How will the agency justify the use of an mproperly develpped mstrument?
How will untiained workers be able {0 explain why they r'eheci on the f§clors
identified in the instrument? In addition, as we have previously noted, in the
hands of unskilled workers, these instruments may ac‘t}mlly produce worse
decisions. Agencies can protect themselves from liability. Clear-cut gl.ncief
lines, based on the best available knowledge, will help Butl the best defens;
is a well-trained worker, who is able to explain the bas.zs for her or h:ss
!'decisions, and whose work is regularly subjected to good internal review

Conclusion

Over the past five years, agencies throughout the c‘ourzta"‘y have become in-
creasingly sophisticated in developing and erflploy.'mg nsk-ass?ssmem 5ys-
tems. Project coordinators in several stales have zd.ennﬁe.d many pf the concerns
we discuss in this article and have warned against viewing nsl'< ass;ssment
as a magical cure-all * It is not clear, however, whether their voices are
i ard. .
23ﬂiir:gpi;fﬂ:&rr:ent:ati(m of a risk-assessment system can bF: a f;timulus for _ma_};}x
changes in a child prolection system. if'impleméntahm‘l is ac.celmpat?md by
clarification of goals, analysis of resource needs, increasing lr'a‘mmg of w?rlc-
ers, good supervision, and high-quality sEr'vi'c_es, it will cerial'nly result in a
vastly improved system But without the additional changes, tisk assessme:t
will be the emperor’s new clothes.

Notes

b As Dee Wilsen, Project Coordinater of the Washingion State Risk Asscs'smeau Madel. has
noted, when risk-assessmest instrusnents first became popular, many chifd wc.IEnfe profes-
sionals made exaggerated claims about {heir wiliity and often sccmeﬂjh o :msunderslrfnd
what was necessary to develop these instruments. See Wilson. D . QPS: A Working
Agenda,”" in Research Issues in Risk Assessment For Child Pm{ecm;n.l edited by P Schene
and K Bond Denver, CO: American Association for Protecting Clzlidreul. !988 (Here-
inafter cited as Researeh Issies) Although discussion is generally more sophisticated today.
concepival confasion and inflated claims still abound
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Of cousse, the developers of the instrument could defise the harms. but they could not be
sure whether these were the harms of concern (o the lepislators.

See, for example, California Welfare and Institutions Code Section 300 {1989) This view
is shared by many child welfare professionals  See National Association of Public Child
Weifare Administrators, Guidelines Jor a Model System of Protective Services for Abused
and Neglecred Children and their Families. Washington, DC: APWA, 1988 Over the past
15 years, much of the werk of the first suthor has beea devoted to developing legal standards
that specify guidelines for the difficuit decisions that must be made ‘in the child protection
systerss T have tried to develop both a theoretical and value framework for the system that
spells oul justifications for state intervention to protect children and the ways in which
intervention should take place The framework defines the harmg; from which children
should be protected I have argued that state intervention is Justified only when a child has
sustained, or there is a high likelirood based on current parestal behavior that the child
wilt sustain, a particular harm 1 have alse argued that intervention should be fimited to
prevenling that harm from accurring or recurring  Thus, § believe thit the tepal framework
put in place over ihe past 15 years had risk assessment as the wltimate poal Sec Wald,
M, “State Intervention on Behalf of ‘Negtected' Chilidren: Standards for Removs} of
Children from their Homes, Munitering the Status of Children in Foster Care, and Ter-
mination of Parental Rights,"" Stanford Law Review 28 (1976): 623.
Although the focus is on specific harms 1o the child, intervention can be b
behavior that has a frigh likelihood of causing those harms, if it is demonstrated Goth that
the behavior has occurred, and that there b5 a close relationship between the behavior and
the potential harm  Fhus, a pareal who hits a child with an extension cord creates a
substantial danger of injury, even if no injury occurred in a particalar instance. The same
is rue if a parent leaves young child unattended for lengthy pesiods—ihe risk of injury
is great But pareatat conditions slone, such as drug use. would not justify intervention,
just because drug use is a rigk factor ‘
Fhe future fiarm need not be of the same level of severity as the harm that resulted in
initial intervention, but it should meel (he slate’s definition of abuse or negleet It might
also be possible to develop a risk assessment instrument to predict-which caregivers are
likely to abuse their children. regardless of whether the carepivers have engaged in a
particular belisvior We believe that such predictions should not be a basis for court
intervention in cases where no harm has occurred. usless the caregiver hag engaged in
behavior that is highty likely to cause harm, as for exampie leaving a toddler unaliended
Risk factors alone are not sufficiently predictive to Justify coercive intervention See Early

Prediction and Prevention of Child Abuse, edited by K DBrowne, D, Davies, P Stration
New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1988

ased on parental

See, for example, California Welfare amd Institutions Code Sections 35B-366 (1989)
See Dawes, R M Faust, D} ; and Meehi.
Science 243 (March 31, 1989): 668

We have not reviewed all risk-rssessment instruments and systems in current use We have
focused, in particudar. on the systesas and instruments described in Second National Round-
table on CPS Risk Assessmens—Summary of Highlights Washing%od, DC: APWA, 1988;
and inx Validation Research in CPS Risk Assessment Three Recent Studies Washington,
DC: APWA, 1988 (Hereinalter cited as Validarion Research) For descriptions of other
systems see Holder W |, and Corey, M, Child Protective Services Risk tMaragement A
Decisionmaking Handbook Charlotte, NC: ACTION for Child Protection, 1986; Magura,

P.E “Clinical Versus Actuarial Judgment.*
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12
13

S5 Moses. B ; and Jones M., Assessing Risk and Measuring Chang?’ in Families: The
ﬁa'mr'lv Risk Scales Washinpton, DC: Child Welfare League n.f America, 987 Woe rec-
ngnizé that many states are repularly redefining their systems. in an attempt to overcome
problems such as those discussed in this article

it is uncienr whether the seriousaess of coment abuse ar neglect is related 1o the likelihood
and/or the serioustess of any future abuse or neglect Several rcsca'mhers' have a:'guc(lj to
us that seriousness has, in fact, been shown to be & reasonable predictor They have cited
i t stated that severity was prediclive . ]
se\;:!tli:::‘?zvlilzved all these smdieys and conctuded that they do 1;0'1 justily mcluthfzg
seriousness as a fauctor Uafortunately, in these studies the ferm severity wu§ used quflle
differently than it is used in most risk-assessment instruments  In s of the studies, sean‘ty
was defined to inelude both the depree of injuey and the frequency of nn)lr abuse {.)r neg eu:
It is impossible to tell which of these factors—degree or ﬂ'ec;uency-—'—ns most important,
one of the two factors may actuaily be irrelevant Mos‘noyer, %].]ESB stt}d:es na\-rer made clear
whal types of injuries or conduct were cunii&crcd more serious  The sludies, therefore,
used to produce a seriousness scale o
caﬂg;bfiskg-nssessiem instrumests include extert of injury as a sep:smie' ]?redsclzvc risk
factor We can think of reasons, on the one hand, why th‘a e:fte:nl of an isiury may lurn
out to be a good prediclor—for example, a more extensive injury may reflect pamnia]
hostility toward the child or a total inability to conirol bch:wu-Jr On the other hanf.L the
exient of injury can be fortuitous—a child turns at lhe. w'm::g time and iizcrcby. receives a
more severe jajury  Ustil there is far more evidence indicating Wilelhe.r severity p‘redsctls
reabuse, we would not include severity as a predictor Un{ozluulecly. it may be dnfﬁs:]llt
1o oblain adequate evidence, since severe injuries oflen resuit in removal of the child,
thereby reducing the likeliicod of reabuse

Children may be harmed in ways that do nol constitute 'abuse or neglect _Fur cxm'u?lc,
poor parent-cisiid attachment may result in the child’s Esnvu_xg poor pc‘mr r'eiatwms Scmc-n]:s
might therefore be directed at improving attachment even though this will not necessarily
prevent reabuse Rhode Island has adopted a family usscssTncni systf:m that scccm?.tlg
contemplate use primarily as a service guide See presentation by Friedman, C.. Thir
National Roundtable on Risk Assessment Washingmn, DC: APWA, 1990

It is beyond the scope of this article to discuss the policy %s§ucs raised ify .fi:sl.iilg critieal
decisions on the basis of factors that parenis cannot alter, such as p.'!f;t criminality or .mcc
If our unly concers is prediction, use of such factors may be appropriste But, we bclmv_e,
decision-makers have to focus on more than just prediction per se We hope others \.wll
address this issue, since such variables may prove Lo be quile good prediclors See Baird,
C., "Development of Risk Assessment Indices Tor the Alaska .Depnrtsz}exlz of I-[e.nllh and
Social Services."” in Validation Research, supra note 8 (Hereinafter cited as Baird)

Workers may be given authority 1o override the numbers

We recognize that this is nol n perfect solution, even in terms of preventing fﬁrll_mr abuse,
since children are abused by foster parents Abuse in [oster care is much less likely than
reabuse by pareats, however

The proporticn of false positives and false Ingilii\.’eS wiil %)e' affected by V:u’iOll? facsorsli
including the base rate of the behavior being pscdlcl.ed (that is, thf: !Oli'll proportion of a

abusing and neglecting pareats who reabuse or again neglect u?mr children) and lhr:.cm
points used for labeling a case as likely to reabuse In defending the accuracy of risk-
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assessment instruments. most commentatoss {ail to examine

. ‘ i number of important statistical
1ssiies reliled to instrument development

Discussions of this kind are going on in Washington State, according to DHana English.
research director of the Washington State Risk Assessment Project Private conversation
July 1989 We hope these issues also are being discussed in othei states

The tittle research done on current instruments indicates that we can expect a significant
number of lalse positives using these instruments For example, in a study in Vermont
12% of all families were libeled high-risk  Of these. 61% actunlly reabused or agnir;
neglected (heir children; 39% did not Only 36% of those labeled medium-risk abused or
aeglected a child again dusing the study period In contrast, 25% of {hose families fabeled
!§w-risk reabused or neglected their children See Weadon, F; Torti, T v and Zunder, P
“"Verment Division of Socinl Services Family Risk Assessmemn Malrix Research and E:vul:
uation,” in Validation Research. supra note 8 (Hereinafter cited as Weadon) The in-
strument developed by NCCD and tested jn Alzskn produced a semaller preportion of false
positives, at least when very high cut poimts were used See Baird, supra note 13 The
errar rate varied by type of abuse
A number of studies indicate that, in general,
maost studies find that between 309% and 50% of
involved in a treatment program Thus we wou
to produce extremely higi percenta
that have been researched seem mu
identifying high-risk cases
Although some data indicate base rates of reabuse during tre
data pertaining to other decisions—for example. reabuse duri
when children are not temporarily remover
Wilson, supra note | st p il
address

the base rate for reabuse is quite high-—
all families reabuse. even when they are
1d not expect risk-gssessment instruments
ges of false positives However, the few instruments
ch better at correcily identifying low-risk cases than at

alment. we lack comparable
ng the investigation process

Wilson's thoughtful piece raises several of the issues we
Some of these eforts are described in Validation Research, supra note 8

2 Risk Assessment Systems——Methodofogical Tssues and Se-
in Research Issues, stipra note | at

See Pecora. P, ' Evaluatin
lected Research Findings. "

47 We support his rec-
emmendations i

One exception is the wark done by the Mational Council on Crime
Alaska See Baird. supra note 13 NOCD is repenting this procedire in Michigan There

are other ways 1o validate instruments; it is beyond the scope of this article to discuss the
strengths and weaknesses of different validation procedures

Some of the best research from a methodological perspective has been done with smaft or
nonrepresentalive samples See the three studies reported in Validation Research, supra
nete 8 See also Johnson, W » and L Esperance, 1, ""Predicting the Recurrence of Child
Abuse.” Social Work Research and Abstracty 29 (1984): 21
The inabitity 10 separate out such factors is
et al |, supra note 7

and Delinquency in

nat uscommen in clinicat judpment’ See Dawes

Flor a discussion of how some researchers have tried to use previous research in selecting
risk items. see Miller. J s Williams, K - English, D ; and Olmstead, ] |, Risk Assessment
in Child Protection: & Review of the Literarure Washington, DC: APWA, 1988 These
authors are more optimistic than we are aboul the usefuiness of these research findings .

Peter Pecora and Marjam M

artin recently reviewed faclors that may be predictive of sexsual
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abuse See Pecora. P . and Marlin. M |, “"Risk Factors Associated with Child Sexual Abuse:
A Sclected Summary of Empirical Research,” in Research fswues, supra note | al 60
Like reviews of physical abuse, the reported studies examined factars associated with inttial
sexunl abuse, not recidivism

A few risk-assessment instruments contain variables that were derived from studies of cuses
where children had been killed, but those variables are not given extra weight in the
instruments

Two studies have developed cut points See Weadon, supre nole 18, and Baird, supre
note 13 As discussed in nole 18, the evidence from Alaska, Atameda County, and Vermont
indicates that even when high cut points are used—that is, a large number of risk factors
must be present {o classiy a case as high risk—there are still o substantial nember of false
positives, that is. cases where predicted reabuse did not gocur

One of the implications of this problem can be geen in an example compasing the risk
profiles of two families In the first case. the family may have low income and parent
may be unemployed If both income level and perental empioynmient are included on an
instrument as risk factors, tiis family would receive o rating of high risk for both factors

Simifasly. a family in which the father was alcoholic and the child was weakly bonded to
the mother might receive a high-risk rating on two factors However. if income level and
parental unemployment are highly correlated with each other, then it is possible that teir
contributions {o risk are not additive That is, knowing the secogd of these two faclors
may not significantly increase our ability to predict risk beyond what we know from the
first factor Labeling the family as high risk on both of the factors would therefore lead
to an inflation of their risk level In contrast. if we assurme that alcohokism and extent of
bonding are uncorselated, then each factor would increase the risk Thus, a risk-assessment
instrument based solely on an additive model, without taking into account intercarrelation
of factors. would incorrectly equate the risk levels present in these two Tamsilies

See English. D.. “*Risk Assessment in Child Protection: A Brief Review of lssues and
Concerns,"” in Research I'ssues, supra note | and Pecora, supra note 2]

Even studies that controied for treatment would have to be used cauliousty The quality
of the treatment must be considered People wha are at low risk for reabuse if jnvolved
in @ good trealment progeam, may be at high risk if not given hie right services And
peaple who reabuse after receiving poor services might respond better to good services
Thus; risk profiles drawn from any given study will not necessarily be valid under other
conditions
Agencies justify use of the same instrament because it supposedly allows workers (0 assess
change in the parents over time Change should be monitored, since il will be important
in making decisions regarding rewnification, or possibly. in mzking an initial disposition
following court adjudication. The need to monitor change, however, does nat justify relying
an factors that do not predict risk with respeet to the decision that mast be made at each
point in time

We do not object to using the same instrument over Gme if uniy 3 subset of the factors
are used at each decision point, the appropriate subset having been identified through
research

Even though the chiid may not have already suffered harm, the past behavior must have
been legally abusive or neglectful, that is, it was just a matter of fortuity that harm did
not geeur.

A possible exception to our claim that risk factors, witlout behavior. do not justify coercive
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intervention night exist whes a parent has harmed another child who ne fonger lives with
the family. and there is an allegation that o second child is endangered For example, an
agency may receive an aifegation from 4 2l-year-old it she had been sexually abused
by a stepfather some years before  The woman is concemed That ker steplather may now
be abusing her younger sister Can we investigate such a family. determine the number of
risk factors, and use that as & basis of sexunf abuse so that protective services intervention
is justified? We belleve that count furisdiction is inappropriate in such situations, although
the issue is by no means clear-cut We are refuctant to authorize court intervention absent
research that adequately tells us the probability that the younger child will be sexuatly
abused in such a situation Absent such research. there is not enough evidence or basis for
determining. by preporderance of the evidence, that {le child is in danger of imminent
sexual abuse 1t might be that in such cases investigation is appropriate, and i there are
a bigh number of risk factors. agencies might try (o convince the pitrents {0 accept voluntary
services

Several studies have found that workers focus on arbitrary factors, such as economic statys
See Katz, M ef al . “Returning Children Home: Clinjcat Decision Making in Cases of
Child Abuse and Neglect,” Amerizan Joirnal of Orthoprychiatry 56 {1986): 253

Bator, P . ""The State Couns and Federal Constitutional Litigation.” William and Mary
Law Review 22 {1981): 605. 625

Wald, wipra note 3

See Johnson, W . and Chancy, T . A Study to Find Improved Meihods of Screening and
Disposing of Reports of Child Maitreatment in the Emergency Response Propram in Ala-
meda County. Catifornia.’ in Validation Research, supra noie 8

We would not base decisions on the fiketihood of confirmation For example. it might be
preferabie ta investigate all cases alleging serious physical injuries efore investigating nit
cases alleging faiture 1o send a child tg school, even though (he substantiation rate of
serious physical injury is much lower than the rate of in-school neglect cases The seri-
ousaess of the Sarm and the potential for irreparable damage probably should outweigh
the iikeliliood of substantiation '

Studies of substantiation rates may nonetheless be useful For example. they may enable
administrators (o identify inadequate reporters These reporiers could then be given special
training
Workers might be given leeway to argue ngainst intetvention

See sources cited in note 18 supra Diana English informs us thal in Washinglon State
between 33% and 50% of the diverled families were again reported fo CPS by 20 months,
depending on the diversion program  The ratfo varied by propram

See Buird, supra note 13. See also DePanfilis, D . Final Report Determining Safery in
Child Protective Services and Child Placemeni Decisions Charlotte. NC- ACTION for
Child Protection. 1988 The state of Mickigar is new researching the applicabitity of the
NCCD instrument for its cases This approach, doing research before using an instrument
1o make decisions. should be followed elsewhere ‘

This rationale has been stated ot several conferences stlended Uy one &1 the autiors (Waid)
See also Stein, T . ' "Risk Assessment,”™ Protecting Children (Winter 1986-87): 2.

See Wilson, supra note |

We would like to see services that would promole their positive devefopmcnl. not jusi
protect them: from terribie outcomes

Michael §. Wald | Maria Woolverton 511

44

45

40.

As previcusly indicated, we do not believe that all substantiated cases requise ongci.ng cPs
involvement Many such cases are appropriately diverted to allermmtive systems, in some
cases the risk of reizjury may be so low that subjecting the family (o uny intervention may
be inappropriate

We are concerned about another claim being made for risk assessment. We have heard
administrators state that risk assessment is a tool lor avoiding foster care It is argued that
by using risk-assessment instruments. limited resovrces can be concenlmzcld on those cases
at higher risk  There is a fallacy in this reasoning. however Conccm.rn!mg resources on
those families at highest risk may not be the best use of resources Risk asselsmzwn% tells
us nothing about the kikely success of various services It mipht be more set1§1ble to focus
services such as family preservation on the families most amenable to services, {hereby
preventing escalation of risk Higher-risk situations might, in fact, require foster .plncemcfnl
and, in some situations, termination of parental rights We are not arguing against family
preservation, even in those cases believed to be at high risk We are stating oniy that
without proper research, the use of risk assessment telis little aboul how resources are best
allocated amoag families requiring Intervention

See, for example, Wilson, supra sote |} Au Claire, P, *'Status Reporl; ]~[e.m'1epin Cn.aam}'/
Communily Service Department Risk Assessment Guidelines far CPS Decision-Making
and Tordi, T , **Status Report: Verment Division of Social Services Family Risk Assessment
Project,” in Second National Roundtable on CPS Risk Assessment, supra note §

(Address requests for a reprint to Michael S Wald, Stanford Universiry Law School.
Stanford, CA 94117 )
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