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Comments
Stephanie J. Monroe*

I agree with many of Richard Gelles’ remarks. Concerning his comments on what has
happened since the implementation of welfare reform, it is true that we have no evidence of a
change in reports of child abuse and neglect after welfare reform. However, as people move off
welfare, I expect that we will see fewer such reports. Past reports have been the result of
caseworkers’ having access to many people in poverty. As people move out of poverty and into
work, caseworkers will not have the same kind of access and the number of reports will decrease. It
remains to be seen whether that means that the actual rate of abuse will decrease. 

An estimated 3 million reports of abuse and neglect are filed every year. Of those 3 million
reports, about 1 million are substantiated. Disagreement exists about what that means for the other
two-thirds: Do the reports reflect actual abuse? If so, is the abuse serious or is it the abuse that we
typically see, which is less serious, emotional abuse (such as truancy) or neglect that is not serious
enough to warrant placing children in out-of-home care.

Many legislators question the validity of the NIS-3 data, especially because it is based on a
survey of only forty-two counties nationwide. Although we understand that the size of this sample is
not uncharacteristic of a representative sample, we are concerned about basing public policy on a
sample as small as this.

Whether or not one believes that the actual number of abuse and neglect cases is 1 million or
2.8 million, the number of reports coming into child protective services, including a large number of
unsubstantiated reports, is cause for concern. The reports have so overwhelmed the already
overburdened child protective system that surveys of state administrators indicate that child
protective services routinely place children in jeopardy.

Approximately one-third of state child protective services agencies were unable to
investigate reports within twenty-four to forty-eight hours, as required by law. In New York City,
for example, in 11 percent of cases, no home visit had occurred within forty days of the report. In
the same period of time, children had not been examined in 22 percent of cases. Alleged perpetrators
had not been interviewed in 17 percent of cases. The potential for compromising child safety is
obvious. More than half of the children who die from abuse and neglect come from families who
were previously investigated by child protective services.
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Forcing state child protective services agencies to allocate a substantial portion of their
limited resources to investigate reports that turn out to be unsubstantiated makes child protective
services less able to respond promptly and efficiently when children are in danger. Richard Gelles’
opening statistics are typical of those reported by child protective services offices across the country;
they explain why 25 to 50 percent of the deaths from child abuse involve children previously known
to authorities.

The large number of unsubstantiated reports results, in part, from the breadth of child abuse
reporting laws and from the fact that for thirty years, politicians and program administrators have
supported efforts to encourage even more reports of suspected child abuse and neglect. Under threat
of civil and criminal penalties, mandated-reporter laws require most professionals who have contact
with children to report suspected child abuse and neglect; about twenty states require all citizens to
report abuse; and in every state, any citizen can make a report.

These reporting laws, associated with public awareness campaigns and professional
education programs, have been strikingly successful. In 1993, there were approximately 3 million
reports of child abuse and neglect, a twenty-fold increase from 1963, when about 150,000 children
were reported to authorities.

Is this vast increase in reporting an increase in actual child maltreatment or simply the filing
of more reports? Unfortunately, except for the NIS-3 data, few data point one way or the other.
Improving the system would require reducing the number of unfounded and false reports.
Underreporting and inappropriate reporting are linked and must be addressed together before further
progress can be made in combating abuse and neglect.

The last reauthorization of the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act  included a new
requirement that the national clearinghouse for information related to child abuse and neglect begin
collecting data on false and unsubstantiated reports of child abuse and neglect; these data are critical
for policy makers.

We also have seen a significant increase in the number of children moving into foster care
and state reliance on kinship care. More data are needed on kinship care, especially if, as people
predict, kinship-care arrangements become the next wave of publicly funded entitlement. 

I have four recommendations: 

• The AFCARS and the SACWIS systems are essential for collecting reliable data on child
abuse and neglect, but some states actually are considering not participating and just taking
the penalty. The penalty may need to be enhanced to make that a difficult choice for states to
make.

• The issue of mandatory reporting needs to address both overreporting and underreporting. 
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• Kinship care could be an important alternative to traditional foster care, but kinship-care
arrangements may need to be means tested so that they do not become another publicly
funded entitlement.

• We need to collect data about child abuse and neglect that represents more than forty-two
counties nationwide. The federal government surely can spend some dollars to help the
states develop the kind of technology they need in order to report those data to us. Whether
the states are willing to do it remains to be seen.
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Discussion

Child Welfare Data System

Matthew Stagner: I do not disagree with the general points made by both Stephanie Monroe and
Richard Gelles, but I would raise several minor corrections or issues. Data quality in this system is a
problem.

Part of the data quality problem relates to the nature of the child welfare system, the flow of
funds, and the management of the system. There is some reason for optimism as child welfare
systems rely increasingly on data in their management. The SACWIS dollars have helped the child
welfare systems do that, and the data they produce are tied more closely to the purposes of the
agencies and the ways the agencies operate. One would hypothesize that some of those data will get
better over time as the agencies themselves use it, rather than see it as something they have to collect
and report to the federal government.

Stephanie’s response to Richard emphasized the voluntary nature of NCANDS and the
difficulties of a voluntary data collection system with the states, and there are some parallels there
with a welfare world under devolution. We can ask states for data. That is different from the
AFCARS system, where there is a mandatory requirement. The response rate in the data we are
collecting in NCANDS is actually quite good—80 percent of the states cooperate in a voluntary
system—and we have seen tremendous improvements. Over time, we are getting more and more of
the detailed case data, which is especially difficult to get states to give to a government contractor
under a voluntary system.

There is often misunderstanding about the differences between AFCARS—which is as a
data system, with data elements reported to the federal government—and SACWIS—which is as a
funding stream to support the enhancement of data systems. Clearly, the two are linked. There was
an enhanced federal match to help states create better data in the hope that this would improve the
data collected through AFCARS, but situations such as that of New York, where the state has
developed (using SACWIS dollars) a system in which the city does not want to participate, are
different from the question around AFCARS.

In response to Stephanie Monroe and the question about whether we would hypothesize
more or less reporting under a new welfare system, I see an opposite hypothesis. Even though we
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have fewer cases in the TANF system, the fact that we now have a system in which caseworkers are
much more involved in the lives of families means that we could actually see more reporting of
child abuse.

None of us would have expected the numbers in the system to decline so rapidly, but my
initial hypothesis was that when you take a system that was about writing checks and only seeing
families very occasionally and create one with much more personal contact with families, there
might be more improvement.

 Two other data systems are going to be helpful for us. The first one, the large study of the
child welfare system that is embedded in the welfare bill, should help us understand that system and
understand the quality of survey data and administrative data and how those two do or do not match
up. Second, the child welfare waivers are creating some studies that will lend some insight into key
areas. 

Mandatory Reporting

Wade F. Horn: Just a brief comment on the issue of mandatory reporting and the 3 million reports.
The current standard for mandatory reporters is mere suspicion that child abuse or neglect has
occurred. What that means is that if Dr. Wiener or I are in an office with a client and we say, “Gee, I
wonder if. . .” there is a legal requirement at that point that we report.

Now, what is remarkable is not that 3 million reports occur and two-thirds are not
substantiated, but that 20 million do not get reported and 90 percent are not substantiated. The
reason why it does not get to 20 million and 90 percent is because Jerry Wiener and I do not report
when we say, “Gee, I wonder if. . . .” We instead, and so do most mandatory reporters, ignore the
mere suspicion standard and go to a reasonable evidence: “Do I have reasonable evidence that abuse
has occurred here?” Yet, the law does not reflect what mandatory reporters actually do.

Now, the downside. Those who would say, “Do not raise the bar” also say, “We do not want
to miss any kids who have been abused if we raise the bar for reporting.” But the downside to
having such a low bar is that the system is completely inundated with reports. I may be one of the
few here who actually was a caseworker in child protective services. This was back in 1977, and I
had a caseload of twenty-two kids, or twenty-two families. People would kill for a caseload of
twenty-two families today. I knew everybody by their first name. I knew the family histories.
Today, I guarantee that most people are wrestling with caseloads of at least seventy-five, often 125
to 150 in the inner cities.

Although it is almost impossible to do politically, I urge policymakers to revisit this
standard. I think the standard causes people to overreport or to routinely ignore their legal obligation
to report.
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Kinship Care

Ann Segal: Congress required the Department of Health and Human Services to report on kinship
care. The effort was, unfortunately, somewhat narrowly focused on the child welfare system’s
kinship care. The first thing you find when you go into this subject is that we have three pots and
they all have to be watched. We have got the pot that becomes child-only cases under TANF; the
pot that goes into the child welfare system and becomes foster care cases; and the third pot, which
gets no funding whatsoever, where the child has been dislocated out of his or her family. Those
three potential outcomes are really child welfare outcomes, but they are not all going to be in the
child welfare system.

 
Overreporting Child Abuse

Stephanie J. Monroe: The critical point for Congress is for states to begin to really look at the
federal definition of child abuse and neglect, which was recently changed to allow them to focus on
the most serious cases of child abuse and neglect. Some of the mandatory reporting laws may need
to be modified to deal only with that most serious form of child abuse and neglect, where the child
really is at imminent risk of harm.

Wade F. Horn: I would not go that far, because I do think mandatory reporters ought to have a
requirement to report, but the standard ought to be reasonable evidence that abuse or neglect has
occurred, as opposed to mere suspicion. Sometimes people interpret “two-thirds unsubstantiated” to
mean that the system is broken somehow, but they are focusing on the wrong piece that is broken.

When Dr. Wiener suspects that someone might have a medical disorder and refers him or
her to a specialist, the standard of whether he made the right referral is not that 100 percent of
patients had the disorder, but that it was reasonable that he send the one person. That is what I am
trying to get at, not that 100 percent of the reports are founded.

Stephanie J. Monroe: My point is that the reports on serious cases, which need intervention, are
made, with perhaps removal of a child for safety, instead of the thousands of reports that result in the
removal of kids into a broken foster care system. Kids are abused and neglected in the system to
which they are removed. We need to think about where we are taking kids from and where we are
putting them, and determine whether there is a way to more appropriately target our response to the
actual needs of the family and what is happening in that circumstance.

Richard J. Gelles: This is a pitch to the Feds and the foundations in attendance. They should cease
funding interventions without evaluations and start funding evaluations of interventions. The
question of where we are taking kids from and where we are putting them can be answered with
research. However, I should caution that each state’s definition of child abuse and neglect is
different. For example, Pennsylvania has a very high threshold for what constitutes reportable abuse
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or neglect—injury or harm has to exist. As a result, Pennsylvania has a low rate of reporting but a
high rate of placement of children into foster care or other forms of out-of-care homes. 

The variation of definitions and practices constitutes a kind of natural experiment in which
one can examine data across states to sort out the impact of definitions and practices. Before we
change laws, we ought to examine the impact of existing state laws—of course the federal agencies
and foundations have not demonstrated an interest in such a task—they are still fatally attracted to
funding the “cure de jur” interventions to support and assist families and reduce placement of
children in out-of-home-care.

Surveys versus Full-Census Data Systems

Douglas J. Besharov: They also are fatally attracted to these large data systems. Some of us think
we would have higher quality data earlier and data that can change as state practices change if we
funded randomized surveys of what the agencies are doing instead of requiring the agencies to
create these big infrastructures that count every case.

 We know that the surveys will be less expensive, so what about that? Why not do surveys,
Howard?

Howard Rolston: I will speak about the welfare area, not the child welfare area. One is the way the
money is allocated. We can often learn more from a good survey than from ongoing mandatory
administrative reporting. But Congress sets up the law not to give us Feds millions of dollars to go
out and procure those surveys. They put the requirements on the states so the program dollars pay
for it. It is how things get funded.

But in the welfare area, where states can report either on samples or on the universe, most of
them report on the universe despite our urging them to report better quality data on samples. We still
have thirty states reporting the universe, and it is not nearly as high-quality data as it would be from
a good representative sample.

Ann Segal: I agree with Howard. I think there is another purpose to the data systems. It is not all for
researchers or for the Feds to learn something from. It should be for management of the systems,
and if that is true, then you do not just want a sample, you do want to follow all the cases. We have a
mixed set of purposes here. It would be great if we had research dollars over and above that to do
what you are talking about, but the primary purpose would be to make the systems work better.

Douglas J. Besharov: In industry now, quality control is samples. Industry does not watch every
widget. It takes a random sample of the widgets and makes a decision based on that.

Ann Segal: However, children do not die in the widgets, and I think the systems and the workers get
held accountable for the very case that may not be in your sample. This is a different kind of system.
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Jason Turner: I agree that Doug is right, that we put tremendous amounts into the large data
systems that do not function. They are overly complex. The New York City welfare system was so
complex that when we wanted to get people into work assignments, we found that the system was
auto-assigning people between categories, and we could not even find them. We had to disable parts
of the system, like Hal in “2001,” so that we could find people. And we ended up giving the local
offices big, thick packages of everyone in their office so that they could manually go through the
records and call people in, and now we have finally got the system in place.

You need a blend. You need an overall system to count everybody in some major categories,
and then any time you are going to do a management initiative of any kind or find out what is going
on in the system, the only way to do it is to do a sample.

Douglas Steiger: I wanted to confess that one of the other motives behind this is, of course, distrust.
We assert data reporting to make sure that things are found. Anyone who has read the Washington
Post recently knows that there is a horrible situation in the homes for the mentally retarded. The
local politicians, or the local bureaucracies, did not want to discuss this.

You get into circumstances, particularly in child welfare, where nobody wants to talk about
situations like this so there is distrust when we assert reporting systems to force people to give us
numbers. It may not apply in every circumstance here, but from a federal level, if we do not trust
states or cities to report things or to react properly, we will assert data reporting to get us the
information or to force people to look at them.
 
Douglas J. Besharov: I think in this case, though, if you marry the two systems, you get every case
and then you sample from the full universe of cases.


	Front Matter
	1. Introduction
	2. Welfare Reform Update
	3. Ongoing Major Research on Welfare Reform
	4. Material Well-Being
	5. Family versus Household
	6. Teenage Sex, Pregnancy and Nonmarital Births
	7. Child Maltreatment and Foster Care Placements
	8. Homelessness and Housing Conditions
	9. Child Health and Well-Being
	10. Nutrition, Food Security, and Obesity
	11. Crime, Juvenile Delinquency, and Dysfunctional Behavior
	12. Mothers' Work and Child Care
	13. Plans for the Department of Health and Human Services
	Contributors
	Visit our website: welfareacademy.org

