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Abstract

Mounting pressures on the nation’s system for helping children who are abused and
neglected have prompted new efforts to reform the child protective services (CPS)
system to better protect children’s safety. As this article explains, current reform efforts
are focusing on the “front end” of the system, in which reports of abuse and neglect
are screened and investigated, and caseworkers recommend whether and when to
close a case, provide in-home services, or remove a child from a home. This article dis-
cusses the problems of the CPS system that are currently receiving attention, and it
closely examines one proposal for reform—the community-based partnership for child
protection. This approach emphasizes targeting investigations by CPS toward only
high-risk families, building collaborative community networks that can serve lower-risk
families, and providing a differentiated response to both high- and low-risk families
that is tailored to each family’s situation. Early experiences implementing these ideas
in Missouri, Florida, and Iowa illustrate the promise and challenges of reform.

The child protective services (CPS) system is a relatively young arm of
government, initiated in the 1960s and 1970s to receive and investi-
gate reports of child abuse and neglect. The system has grown

rapidly: In 1967, fewer than 10,000 reports of abuse and neglect were made
to child protective services,1 but by the mid-1990s, more than 3 million
reports were being made each year.2,3

Although CPS has been vested with a great deal of authority to carry out
its protective mandate, its ability to protect children from abuse or neglect
at the hands of their parents is limited. No one can judge with perfect fore-
sight which children are at genuine risk of abuse or neglect. Moreover, as
more and more reports of children at risk pour into the system, the system’s
capacity to respond effectively to the reports it receives has been strained. At
the same time, because other parts of the child and family services system
have been cut back, referrals to CPS have increasingly been used to obtain
needed services for families, even if those families do not need the scrutiny
that CPS provides.

The wide range of cases flooding the CPS system, and the problems the
authoritative system has in responding to the varied needs of families,
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The Mandate and
Capacity of Child
Protective Services (CPS)
CPS refers to a highly specialized set of laws,
funding mechanisms, and agencies that
together constitute the government’s
response to reports of child abuse and
neglect. (See also the article by Schene in
this journal issue.) The fact that responsibil-
ity for child protective services rests in a
public agency is not accidental. CPS is vested
with public authority: the power to investi-
gate reports of abuse and neglect, the power
to remove children from their homes, and
the power to petition a court for custody.
CPS is an authoritative agency—for the most
part, families do not come to the agency
voluntarily and cannot terminate their
involvement with the agency at will. The
authoritative character of the system colors
its public image and has implications for
oversight and accountability. Society has a
stake in ensuring that CPS exercises its
authority responsibly and fairly, providing
adequate protection for children without
unduly interfering with families’ rights to
raise their children free of unwarranted gov-
ernment intervention. 

The ability of CPS to conduct thorough
investigations and to assist families depends
on funding and staff resources. CPS agen-

cies receive federal, state, and a small amount
of local funding. The federal dollars primar-
ily pay for the costs of foster care and other
out-of-home placements, while the state dol-
lars fund the bulk of staff costs. (The article
by Courtney in this journal issue discusses
federal funding streams.) CPS agencies are
staffed by caseworkers with varying quali-
fications, ranging from entry level staff who
might not have college degrees to senior
clinicians with master’s degrees in social
work or related fields. Often a family will
be assigned one caseworker for their investi-
gation, a different one for their assessment
and ongoing service provision, and yet
another if the child goes into foster care.
Most states contract with private nonprofit
and for-profit agencies to provide place-
ment services such as foster care, residential
treatment, or adoption, as well as supportive
services to families such as child care, home-
making assistance, or respite care.

CPS expends many of its resources at the
front end of the system, where reports to hot
lines are received and screened, and those
that meet threshold criteria are assigned for
investigation. There has been an enormous
increase in reports of abuse and neglect over
the past few decades. Reporting rates have
risen from 4 per 1,000 children in 1975 to 31
per 1,000 in 1985 and 47 per 1,000 in 1994.3
This dramatic rise likely reflects both a

together set the context for current efforts to rethink CPS. This article
examines how reports, investigations, and services are currently handled in
CPS. It then reviews several proposals for reforming the CPS system, and it
describes one proposal in detail: a community-based partnership for child
protection. Three main themes characterize this proposal: CPS should
target its investigative efforts more appropriately, CPS should collaborate
with partners in the community to provide more supportive services to both
high-risk and low-risk families, and CPS and its community partners should
provide a more customized response to families at risk of abuse or neglect.
Descriptions of three state reform initiatives illustrate these ideas and reveal
some of the challenges that arise in implementing CPS reform.
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true increase in child maltreatment and
increased awareness on the part of profes-
sionals and the community at large about
what constitutes reportable abuse and
neglect. Whatever their source, the swelling
numbers of reports have overwhelmed CPS
agencies, and all agencies have in place pro-
cedures to prioritize among them. (The arti-
cle by English in this journal issue discusses
reports and risk assessment.)

The prioritizing of CPS reports begins at
the point of screening. Nationwide, CPS hot
lines screen out about half of the reports they
receive.2 The remainder are assigned to a
caseworker for investigation. The primary
purpose of the investigation is to establish the
safety of the child victim and the identity of
the adult perpetrator. The family’s need for
services may also be assessed, but this is sec-
ondary to the main purpose of the investiga-
tion. From the perspective of the family, the

investigation is an intrusive and adversarial
process. At the first contact, the investigator
informs the family of the allegations and may
warn them that anything they say can be used
against them if the case is taken to court. At
the end of the investigation, the caseworker
decides whether the allegations in the report
are substantiated and what steps are neces-
sary to protect the child from further harm. 

As Figure 1 shows, more than 70% of all
reported cases nationwide are closed by the
end of the investigation, either because
the report was screened out by the hot line
worker (approximately 50% of reported
cases) or because the investigator recom-
mended closing the case (about 20% of
reported cases).2 The investigator will rec-
ommend that a case be closed if the evidence
of abuse or neglect is insufficient to remove
the child or to compel the family to partici-
pate in in-home services involuntarily, or if
a family is considered low-risk and hence a
lower priority for services than other cases. In
making these decisions, then, CPS takes into
account not only the child’s need for protec-

tion and the family’s need for services but
also, implicitly, the services available.

The remaining cases, about 30% of those
originally reported to CPS, stay open for a
period of time so the caseworker can assess
the family and develop a plan for services.
Service plans typically call for “ongoing treat-
ment” or “protective oversight” (intermit-
tent calls or visits by a caseworker), and may
include other services such as family coun-
seling or day care for a preschool-age child.
In about one-third of these cases—less than
10% of those originally reported to CPS—
the risk of severe maltreatment is so high
that the case is taken to court, which may
assign custody of the children to the state,
authorize the removal of the children and
their placement into substitute care, or ter-
minate parental rights altogether.3 (The arti-
cle by Schene in this journal issue discusses
these steps in more detail.)

This brief description of the current CPS
system highlights the fact that CPS is pri-
marily an investigative system designed to
intervene authoritatively with families whose
children are at risk of serious abuse or
neglect. These families, however, constitute
only a small share of the families referred to
CPS. Seven of ten cases are not investigated
at all or are closed after the investigation.
For this latter group of families, one has to
wonder how effective and helpful CPS has
been. In spite of having been referred to
CPS and, in some cases, having undergone
a coercive and intrusive investigation, none
of these families end up receiving ongoing
services.

What Is Wrong with CPS
Today? 
Over the past decade, many working within
child protection and child welfare—and
many clients, advocates, and scholars—have
raised concerns about CPS.4 Associations of
public agency administrators, attorneys,
policy analysts, scholars, and blue-ribbon
government panels have produced recom-
mendations to overhaul the reporting and
investigation of child abuse and neglect.5–10

The most recent of these panels was a task
force called the Harvard Executive Session,
which brought together child welfare
administrators, practitioners, policymakers,
and experts between 1994 and 1997. This

More than 70% of reported cases are closed
by the end of the investigation because the
report was screened out by the hot line or the
investigator recommended closing the case.
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article draws on the work of that group.11

Five major criticisms of the CPS system
framed the reform ideas proposed by the
Executive Session. (See Box 1.)3 Each con-
cern is discussed below.

Overinclusion
For a variety of reasons, some families are
unjustly or inappropriately reported to CPS,
exposing them unnecessarily to coercive and
intrusive investigations. That problem can
be termed “overinclusion.” For instance,
according to parents’ rights groups, the cur-
rent abuse and neglect statutes and practices
lead CPS to intervene in the disciplinary
decisions of some families that do not war-
rant public intervention; in addition, both
parents and CPS agencies worry that indi-
viduals may file baseless, vindictive reports as
part of ongoing custody disputes, fights with
neighbors, and so on.4 Child protection pro-
fessionals also express concerns about the
disproportionate representation of children
from poor and minority families in the CPS
system. These families may be at higher risk
for conditions of poverty-related neglect,
such as inadequate housing or child care,
and they also may be more likely to come to
the attention of reporters.

Contributing to the problem of overin-
clusion is the perception on the part of some
community advocates that families stand a
better chance of getting services such as
child care or therapy if they are identified
as CPS cases.7 This perception leads some to
refer low-risk families to CPS, even though
that referral is no guarantee of receiving any
services at all. Together with false reports of
abuse and neglect, reports concerning rela-
tively low-risk families unnecessarily add to
the volume of cases flooding the CPS system.
These inappropriately referred cases are
problematic not only because of the poten-
tial harm to the families involved, but also
because they may impede the ability of the
system to respond effectively to other,
higher-risk cases.

Capacity
The second problem, then, has to do with
capacity. Put simply, the number of families
involved with the child protection system far
exceeds the capacity of the system to serve
them responsibly. Both federal mandates
and state laws require that CPS agencies
accept and respond to reports of child
abuse, yet the resources devoted to this activ-
ity have not kept pace with the rapidly rising

Figure 1

What Happens to Reports of Possible Maltreatment
Once They Are Received by Child Protective Services

50 are screened out;
no further action

50 are investigated
20 are closed after 

investigation;
no further action

30 are substantiated
and a CPS case
is opened

20 are monitored at 
home; services 
may be provided

10 are taken to court 
to assign custody 
to the state and 
authorize removal 
of the child

Sources: Author estimates from data in Wiese, D., and Daro, D. Current trends in child abuse reporting and fatalities: The results of the 1994
annual fifty-state survey. Working paper no. 808. Chicago: National Committee to Prevent Child Abuse, 1995; and U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, National Center on Child Abuse and Neglect. Child maltreatment, 1993: Reports from the states to the national child
abuse and neglect data system. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1995.

100 reports received
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demand. As a result, even the systems with
the best resources have been unable to keep
up with the increased caseloads. There is
consensus that the system is at or near the
breaking point.12

Underinclusion
The third problem, paradoxically, is under-
inclusion. Some children and families who
could benefit from child protective services
are not reached, or are not reached ade-
quately, by CPS agencies. Even the best
reporting and screening systems will miss
some abusive families who should be sub-
ject to child protective intervention—a
problem that is tragically highlighted each
time a child who was known to authorities
dies from abuse or neglect. Although the
media reports of these tragic cases often
provide a distorted picture of children in
need of protection, they do highlight the
fact that the system misses some very high-
risk cases. 

Moreover, child welfare professionals
and community advocates point out that
another group is underincluded: low-risk fam-
ilies who voluntarily contact CPS to ask for
help, only to have their requests denied
because they are not high-risk. Given the
limited availability of preventive services
such as child care or family therapy, exclud-
ing these families from CPS all too often
means that they will not receive help until
they cross the line into abuse and neglect. At
that point, their problems may be more
intractable, and more damage will have
been done to the child. 

Service Orientation
The fourth and fifth problems have to do
with services for families. The basic service
orientation of the child protection system
has long been twofold: to investigate and
remedy abuse and neglect in an authorita-
tive way, and to keep families together
whenever possible. Reflecting the tension
between these competing goals, CPS agen-
cies have tended to alternately emphasize
child rescue (by promptly removing the
child from home to a safer setting) or family
preservation (by keeping the child at home
and providing services to strengthen the
family). (See the articles by Schene and by
McCroskey and Meezan in this journal
issue.) Yet neither orientation is correct for
all families, and as CPS follows swings of the
pendulum from one approach to the other,
some families are ill-served.

Service Delivery
A cluster of issues concerning the availability
of services and the fit between services and
family needs also poses problems for CPS
agencies. In many instances, needed ser-
vices simply are not available. Service deliv-
ery tends to be uneven across communities,
with particular shortages of services deliv-
ered in languages other than English. An
overarching service delivery issue is that
families often have multiple and overlap-
ping problems, while services for them tend
to be fragmented, delivered in separate
locations by different professionals.13

Although this issue is not unique to child
protection, the lack of service integration is
particularly problematic for CPS. Many

Concerns Regarding the Current Child Protective 
Services (CPS) System Identified by the

Harvard Executive Session
Overinclusion: Some families are referred to CPS who should not be.

Capacity: The number of families referred to the system exceeds the system’s ability
to respond effectively.

Underinclusion: Some families who should be referred to CPS are not.

Service Orientation: The authoritative approach of CPS is not appropriate for many
of the families referred to it.

Service Delivery: Many families do not receive the services they need.

Source: Waldfogel, J. The future of child protection. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, Fall 1998.

Box 1
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families need services, such as substance-
abuse treatment, housing, or child care, that
the agency does not provide directly and
must obtain through the cooperation of
other service providers. CPS caseworkers
typically cannot access funds to buy services
on a case-by-case basis.

Another fundamental service delivery
problem is posed by the basic casework pro-
vided by CPS, which in many cases is the pri-
mary service families receive from CPS.
Because they are large public bureaucracies
engaged in a high-stakes enterprise, CPS
agencies tend to adopt a uniform approach
to all cases, prescribing specific procedures
that must be followed in each case rather
than encouraging a customized approach
that takes into account the fact that families
coming to the attention of CPS are a varied
group whose needs change over time.
Although standardized procedures exist to
ensure that the delivery of services is fair,
responsible, and equitable, they often mean
that families do not get a response that is suf-
ficiently tailored to their needs.

These problems pose a tremendous
challenge for CPS reformers. It is clear that
the system would protect children more
effectively if fewer families were referred to
CPS, and some families would be better off
if they could be served in a less adversarial
way by someone other than CPS. At the
same time, however, the system already
misses some very serious cases, and most
communities face a shortfall of services. Nor
can CPS meet families’ needs on its own.
For that reason, a more effective response to
families requires closer collaboration
between CPS and other service providers in
the community.

Recent Reform Proposals 
The problems facing CPS have led a number
of individuals and groups to rethink child
protection in recent years. One stream of
reform proposals focuses on the concerns
about overinclusion, capacity, and service ori-
entation, and suggests that the mandate of
CPS should be more narrowly defined and
more vigorously pursued. A second reform
stream emphasizes the additional need to
broaden access to services that protect chil-
dren and strengthen families, and recom-
mends building partnerships between CPS
agencies and a variety of community partners

as a way of remedying the problems related
to underinclusion and service delivery.

Proposals to Narrow CPS
Some of those who call for narrowing the
range of families investigated by CPS recom-
mend specific reforms, such as establishing
tighter guidelines for reporters of child
abuse and neglect and stricter criteria for
CPS staff who screen reports.14 The intent of
these proposals is to reduce the number
of families inappropriately referred to CPS,
thereby sparing lower-risk families unneces-
sary intervention and freeing scarce CPS
resources for higher-risk families. For

instance, some reformers would limit CPS
intervention to cases in which a criminal act
has been perpetrated against a child and
would locate CPS in the criminal justice
system, rather than the social services arena.
Presumably, this shift would resolve the ten-
sion between the CPS agency’s investigative
and helping roles, and would allow social
workers to focus their attention on cases
of noncriminal maltreatment.15 However,
these narrowing proposals tend to be fairly
silent on the question of how the cases
excluded from CPS would be served, and
how services for them would be authorized
and funded.

A second group of narrowing proposals
calls for the mandate of CPS to be narrowed
and for more services to be provided to
families outside CPS. Several of these “nar-
rowing plus” proposals conceptualize a
three-tiered system, with a more narrowly
focused CPS, an expanded voluntary family
support system, and an adequately funded
child well-being system (for cash assistance,
education, health care, and so on).8,16,17

Another approach would create overarch-
ing Children’s Authorities to provide both
the authoritative CPS response to high-
risk families and the supportive non-CPS
response to lower-risk families.18

CPS agencies tend to prescribe specific 
procedures that must be followed in each
case rather than encouraging a customized
approach that takes into account the 
differing needs of families.
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Most of those who propose narrowing
CPS take for granted the existence and
capacity of a non-CPS service system to meet
the needs of lower-risk families. What is left
unclear, however, is how that new and vigor-
ous child and family services system would
come into being, and what the source of its
political mandate and funding would be.
This is an important issue because if the
scope of CPS is narrowed and more cases are
excluded, and if no alternative service
system is in place, vulnerable children and
families might receive even less assistance
than they do today. And, since the ability of
the system to sort cases by level of risk is
imperfect, some vulnerable families left
unserved could in fact be cases at high risk of
abuse or neglect. 

The difficulty of sorting cases by level of
risk is a challenge for all narrowing propos-
als. Despite advances in risk assessment, it is
not possible to calculate the risk of abuse or
neglect with certainty, and so the process of
sorting cases into or out of CPS is fraught
with danger. (See the article by English in
this journal issue.) Tightening definitions
of abuse and neglect for reporters and
screeners may help to focus CPS efforts, but
new definitions will not suffice to bring
about accurate and safe sorting of cases into
those that warrant authoritative interven-
tion and those that do not. Moreover, the
sorting process must take into account
the fact that families are not always as they
first appear, and their situations change over
time. As a result, some cases will be placed

in the wrong group and either receive inap-
propriate services or need to be reassigned.
Simply dividing cases into two groups also
begs the question of how the system should
respond to the range of families within each
group, who are not all alike. Thus, rethink-
ing CPS also means considering ways to
move beyond the standardized, one-size-fits-
all response to families that CPS currently
provides.

This analysis suggests that efforts to
narrow the role of CPS can best be viewed as
part of a larger and more complex strategy
to improve child protection. The working
group assembled for the Harvard Executive
Session took on the challenge of conceptu-
alizing that larger strategy.19 The new para-
digm proposed by this group emphasizes
narrowing the focus of CPS, building com-
munity capacity and partnerships to respond
to both low-risk and high-risk families, and
providing a more customized or “differen-
tial” response to families’ needs.3,20 An over-
view of that proposal is provided below,
along with illustrations of early efforts to
implement aspects of the overall strategy in
Missouri, Florida, and Iowa.

A New Paradigm for Child
Protection
The new paradigm proposed by the
Executive Session is a partnership model in
which the public CPS agency shares respon-
sibility for child protection with a wide range
of partners in the community to provide a
more differentiated response to children at
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risk of abuse or neglect.3,20 This new para-
digm sees reform proceeding along two
tracks: one track is to improve the capacity of
CPS to respond effectively to the high-risk
cases that need authoritative intervention;
the other track is to enhance the capacity of
community partners to provide services to
help protect children in both high- and low-
risk families.

At the end point of the reforms, it is
envisioned that CPS, in partnership with the
criminal justice system and other agencies,
will respond more effectively to protect chil-
dren in the highest-risk cases of abuse or
neglect. The responsibility for responding
to children and families who are at lower
risk (and hence do not need an authorita-
tive intervention) will increasingly shift
from CPS to other public or private agen-
cies in the community. The various partners
in the child protection system will work
together in a coordinated way at the com-
munity level, perhaps even establishing
local governance entities to oversee the
planning, funding, and delivery of child
protective services.

Shifting to the new paradigm would rep-
resent a dramatic change from current prac-
tice in several respects. One, in line with
earlier proposals, it would narrow the reach
of the authoritative CPS system and target that
intervention for the children most at risk.
This would help ensure that the system acts
aggressively to protect children at high risk,
while not intervening too coercively with fam-
ilies at lower risk. Two, consistent with the
idea of “narrowing plus,” it would establish a
less adversarial and more helpful response to
families who are at risk of abuse or neglect
but for whom coercive intervention is not
necessary. Families at lower risk would be
able to access services on a voluntary basis
from a broad array of community agencies.
Three, the new paradigm would move
beyond narrowing proposals by pulling
together public and private agencies, along
with families and community members, to
better protect children from the threat of
abuse or neglect. Working as a team, CPS and
its partners would provide each family with a
response tailored to the family’s unique set of
problems, needs, and resources. 

How would the operations of a commu-
nity-based partnership for child protection

differ from the way CPS works today? Three
differences are key.

Cross-Agency Service Planning
If caseworkers are to provide a customized
response to the range of problems that can
place children at risk of abuse and neglect,
they will need easier access to resources held
by other agencies. For example, to combat
the problems presented by alcohol and drug
use, front-line staff from CPS and partner

agencies will have to be able to reliably
access substance-abuse treatment for par-
ents.21 To accomplish this, they could
commit resources to expanding treatment
capacity in their communities, or work out
agreements giving priority access to cases
with children at risk of abuse or neglect.
Interagency teams can also encourage the
sharing of resources across agencies. In
addition, caseworkers will need flexible
funds that can be used to purchase services
or goods that are not held by a partner
agency.

Links with Informal Helpers
The new paradigm also emphasizes a
larger role for informal helpers. Previous
approaches to child protection have tended
to discourage reliance on informal sources
of support for families. Since parents who
are abusing or neglecting their children may
themselves be the products of abusive or
neglectful families, extended family members
are not always considered good candidates
to provide help in protecting children. More-
over, the impoverished neighborhoods where
many children at risk of abuse or neglect live
may offer few social supports or natural
helpers.22 In the proposed community-
based partnership for child protection, the
potential importance of informal support
from family or community members in pre-
venting child abuse and neglect is taken seri-
ously but is not seen as a panacea. Rather,

At the end point of the reforms, it is 
envisioned that CPS, in partnership with 
the criminal justice system and other 
agencies, will respond more effectively to 
protect children in the highest-risk cases of
abuse or neglect.



the role played by informal supports would
vary case by case, depending on an assess-
ment of the family’s needs and the resources
available to meet those needs.23

Differential Response
A third important characteristic of the new
paradigm is its emphasis on providing a dif-
ferential response, in which CPS and its
partners tailor their approach and services
to fit each family’s problems, needs, and
resources. At the most general level, a differ-
ential response implies there are at least two
pathways for families referred for abuse or

neglect: a mandatory investigation for high-
risk families, and an assessment- and service-
oriented response for low-risk families.
Within each pathway, the approach of the
caseworkers and the services they recom-
mend will be customized to fit the family’s
situation. Caseworkers will constantly reeval-
uate family needs and re-tailor their service
plans accordingly, drawing on a wide array of
resources to support families and help pro-
tect children.

State Efforts to Implement
Reform: Three Case Studies
In several states and localities, CPS agencies
are implementing elements of this reform
vision. The experiences of three such
states—Missouri, Florida, and Iowa—illus-
trate the progress that can be made. In
Missouri and Florida, CPS agencies are
implementing a differential response at the
point of entry to CPS: they limit authoritative
investigations to the most serious cases of
suspected abuse or neglect, and provide
assessment- and service-oriented responses
to the other families referred for child pro-
tective concerns. In Florida and Iowa, CPS
agencies are building partnerships in the
community to provide better-coordinated
services and more fully differentiated
responses to families. Florida is also experi-

menting with ways to involve informal
helpers as partners in child protection. 

Missouri: A Differential Response
In 1994, Missouri’s state assembly passed
legislation to allow the Division of Family
Services to establish two different responses
to reports of child abuse and neglect: a
mandatory investigation for high-risk cases
and a voluntary assessment for lower-risk
cases.24 The impetus for the bill was a con-
sensus on the part of liberal and conserva-
tive legislators that the CPS agency was
intervening too aggressively in families
who might have been served on a volun-
tary basis, and that the system was not
intervening effectively enough to protect
children in the most serious cases because it
was overwhelmed with nonserious cases
and was treating serious and nonserious
cases alike.

To respond to these problems, the
assembly passed a reform bill authorizing
the Division of Family Services to pilot-test a
dual-response system in five locations.
Recognizing that “families coming to the
attention of the Division of Family Services
have different intervention needs and
require flexible responses from the division
and the community in order to protect chil-
dren and meet the needs of the family,”25

the legislation delineated two responses
that CPS would provide. In cases where it
was likely that a crime had been committed,
or that an alleged perpetrator or a child
would have to be removed from the home,
the response would take the form of a
mandatory investigation by CPS, in cooper-
ation with law enforcement. For all other
families, a new nonauthoritative Family
Assessment and Service Delivery response
would be provided.

These responses differ in several ways.
Only the investigation is mandatory. A family
referred for assessment may refuse it,
whereas a family that refuses an investigation
may be brought to court. The investigation is
adversarial; it gathers evidence about the
alleged abuse or neglect and the alleged
perpetrator, and it always includes a referral
to law enforcement. The assessment identi-
fies family needs and strengths, and provides
services as necessary to lower the risk of
abuse or neglect. As a result, specific prac-
tices differ. In investigations, for instance,
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In Missouri and Florida, CPS agencies
limit authoritative investigations to the
most serious cases of suspected abuse or
neglect, and provide assessment- and 
service-oriented responses to other families.
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concerns about child safety are salient, and
investigators must see the child within 24
hours, with or without the parents’ consent.
An assessment treats parents as partners
from the start, so an assessment worker does
not see a child before speaking with the par-
ents, as long as there are other means of
confirming that the child is all right (for
example, by talking with a teacher).

The outcomes of investigation and assess-
ment responses often differ, as well.
Investigated cases, if maltreatment is sub-
stantiated, continue to be handled in an
authoritative manner; these very serious
cases are often brought to court. Cases that
are assessed, on the other hand, typically
continue to be handled in a supportive
manner with voluntary services. The empha-
sis in assessment cases is on prompt and sup-
portive intervention to help resolve family
crises so the case can be closed as quickly as
possible. Investigated cases are more likely to
remain open for extended CPS involve-
ment, whether the child is placed in substi-
tute care or remains at home under CPS
supervision. Finally, only investigations can
cause a perpetrator’s name to be listed on
the state’s Central Registry.26 Thus, families
receiving an assessment response need not
fear that their involvement with CPS will
affect their future employment prospects or
brand them as child abusers.

To implement Missouri’s reforms, the
pilot offices identified local staff to screen
reports of maltreatment and assign them for
assessment or investigation. (Previously, the
statewide hot line staff screened calls to
determine which should be investigated.)
The reform project developed a training
curriculum and new screening forms to
emphasize that cases should be assigned
to the new assessment response unless a
compelling reason existed to do an investi-
gation. Such reasons included allegations of
potentially criminal abuse or indications that
a child would need to be removed. Since
1994, across the five reform sites, 80% of
the cases have been referred to the assess-
ment track and only 20% to the investiga-
tion track.

Pilot offices have also changed their case
assignment procedures. Whenever possible,
the assessment worker continues as the
family’s ongoing caseworker, rather than

moving the case to a new worker after the
initial response, as is the procedure with
investigations. The assessment worker can
therefore identify the need for services and
authorize services, rather than having one
worker assess needs while another puts
together a service plan to meet those needs.

It is too soon to tell what the long-run
effects of these reforms will be for the fam-
ilies referred to CPS in Missouri. The data
collected thus far suggest that the screen-
ing decisions are not perfect—some fami-
lies referred for an assessment have to be
switched to the investigative track, and vice

versa. This was to be expected, however,
since family needs emerge and change
over time. More data are needed to deter-
mine whether the primary goals of the
reforms are being met—that is, whether
children are being better protected and
families are being approached in a more
helpful way.

Florida: Differential Response
and Community Partnerships
The aims of the differential response
reforms in Florida, as in Missouri, are to
intervene more effectively with the most seri-
ous cases and to intervene in a more helpful
manner with less serious cases.27,28 In
Florida, the CPS agency has also sought to
build better working relationships with com-
munities and parents.

The context for Florida’s current
reforms was shaped by the passage, in 1992,
of legislation pressing the Department of
Child and Family Services to decentralize its
services and to forge closer community ties.
For instance, the legislation created smaller
local districts (the unit of government that
administers social services in Florida) and
required those districts to create local advi-
sory boards. The department was directed to
develop a strategic plan to increase the role
of communities in child protective services
and to improve its relationship with the

Since 1994, across the five Missouri reform
sites, 80% of the cases have been referred to
the assessment track and only 20% to the
investigation track.



families it served. It was against this back-
drop that Florida passed “dual-response”
legislation in 1993.

Under Florida’s dual-response reform,
serious cases of physical abuse or neglect
and cases of sexual abuse were investigated,
as in the past, and if substantiated they were
reported to the Central Registry. Cases
deemed to be less serious at the time of
screening received a new assessment
instead, and they were not listed on the
Central Registry. (Florida’s reform served
as the prototype for Missouri’s reform,
described above.)

Florida’s reform also gave new discretion
over CPS cases to local offices and staff.
Local offices were to decide which types of
cases to handle as investigations or as assess-
ments, and to collaborate with their local
planning boards in deciding which services

to purchase for families and children. Case-
workers, in collaboration with families, were
given more discretion in their handling of
cases assigned to the assessment track. The
agency has taken steps to strengthen the
capacity of its staff to play this expanded
role, seeking to increase training, create new
job classifications at higher pay scales, and
forge closer links to schools of social work.

In 1995, Florida’s reformers succeeded
in eliminating the use of the Central Registry
for employment screening, removing a key
reason for drawing a sharp distinction
between investigations and assessments
(only investigations could result in a listing
on the registry). The 1995 legislation also
strengthened the expectation for law
enforcement involvement in investigations.
This meant that, even in serious cases, CPS
caseworkers could focus on assessing the
children’s safety and the family’s needs,
while the police gathered evidence regard-
ing the incident and perpetrator. With
these legislative changes, the CPS agency
moved toward an assessment- and service-

oriented response for all families reported
for abuse and neglect; this allows casework-
ers to work with families on a customized,
case-by-case basis.

Florida has also sought to enhance coop-
eration between the CPS agency and
community partners. In one district, for
example, a team of caseworkers and police
officers who are co-located in a local agency
respond jointly to reports of criminal abuse
or neglect. In another district, nurses from
the public health department, not CPS work-
ers, take responsibility for the oversight of
families with substance-exposed newborns.
CPS is brought in only if additional issues of
abuse and neglect arise in these families.

The district encompassing the city of
Jacksonville draws on informal sources of sup-
port identified by families, such as friends
or neighbors. Once an individual is identi-
fied as a potential source of support, a
“community safety agreement” is developed
that details what the person will do to sup-
port the family and under what circum-
stances the person will recontact the CPS
agency. For instance, housing managers
have agreed to keep an eye on families, and
a minister’s wife visited a neighboring family
twice a day to make sure that the child was
up and ready for school in the morning and
fed and doing homework at night. Although
hard data are not yet available on how
these community safety agreements are
working out in practice, anecdotal evidence
is encouraging.27

The Florida reforms have drawn national
attention; Missouri, South Carolina, and
Virginia are moving forward with similar
reforms. Although the evidence on the
Florida reforms is not all in, the one com-
pleted evaluation found greater family satis-
faction, more community partners involved
in cases of abuse and neglect, and better
safety outcomes for children in the districts
that were implementing the new differential
response model.29

The reformers in Florida have encoun-
tered difficulties. One problem has been
resistance to reform within CPS from staff
who suspected that this latest wave of
reforms might be temporary—just another
swing of the pendulum. Some staff feared
that they would be blamed if a child died

114 THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN  –  SPRING 1998

If CPS shares responsibility for child 
protection with community partners, does it
also share accountability when things go
wrong?



under the new system.27 It has also been dif-
ficult to involve community groups as part-
ners, particularly without new funds to buy
their services. In some communities,
churches and others are willing to help but
are hard-pressed to do so. Prospective com-
munity partners report that they, like CPS
staff, are fearful about their liability in the
event that a child dies or is seriously
injured.27 If CPS shares responsibility for
child protection with community partners,
does it also share accountability when things
go wrong? Or will community partners be
left to face the public on their own? These
questions go to the heart of the reforms, and
they will continue to confront reformers in
Florida and other states as changes are
implemented.

Iowa: A Neighborhood-Based
Approach
The Patch Project in Linn County, Iowa, in
operation since 1991, represents another
approach to reforming child protection.30

This initiative seeks to resolve the problems
of service orientation and service delivery by
using a neighborhood-based interagency
team to deliver child protective services and
other child and family services to families at
risk of abuse or neglect. Although not a leg-
islatively mandated CPS reform like those
discussed above, the Patch Project trans-
forms the operations of the child protective
services system in important ways.

The “patch” approach and name are
taken from a model in Britain that assigns

staff to cover specific “patches” or neighbor-
hoods, as members of neighborhood-based
interagency teams.3 The primary goals of
patchworking, as it is called in Britain, are to
remove barriers to service integration and
to deliver services at the neighborhood level
by linking CPS workers to formal and infor-
mal resources that might help children and
families. Patchworking is also thought to
help caseworkers gain more understanding
of the culture and values held by families
from racial or ethnic minority groups. 

In Iowa, the reform project was imple-
mented in a poor, inner-city Cedar Rapids
neighborhood of just under 10,000 resi-
dents, where nearly half the children live in
single-parent families and the rate of foster
care placement is four times the statewide
average of 4.6 children per 1,000.30 Prior to
the reform, the area was served by a down-
town Cedar Rapids office of Iowa’s child pro-
tective services agency. Under the Patch
Project, four CPS workers were assigned
to a local office, where they joined a
neighborhood-based team that included
a juvenile probation officer, a city housing
inspector, a county homemaker (who pro-
vides in-home help with cleaning and per-
sonal care), staff from a local community
center, welfare workers, and others.

The four CPS workers handle all the CPS
cases in the neighborhood, involving other
members of the team on an “as needed”
basis. If one social worker is out of the office,
one of the other team members can step in
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to respond to a client’s needs. Team mem-
bers also bring CPS caseworkers into contact
with families who have not been officially
reported for abuse or neglect so CPS can act
more proactively to prevent maltreatment
from occurring.

What are the results of the Patch Project
thus far? According to an evaluation by the
University of Iowa,30 the CPS workers
assigned to the Patch Project have developed
closer working relationships with both col-
leagues and clients. Clients sometimes drop
in to the neighborhood office, which was vir-
tually unheard of when the CPS workers were
stationed downtown. For their part, social

workers report spending more time in their
clients’ homes, seeing their clients informally
in the neighborhood, and feeling more able
to draw upon informal neighborhood
resources for help. The CPS workers reported
that they now define family problems differ-
ently, giving more attention to such underly-
ing problems as poverty, inadequate housing,
mental illness, unemployment, and substance
abuse. The way these problems contribute to
abuse or neglect has become more salient
to the Patch Project caseworkers since they
began assessing client needs and developing
customized service plans, rather than just
identifying abuse or neglect.

Implementation has not been problem-
free. For example, when caseworkers are
involved with families who are not identified
CPS cases, administrative issues arise of how
to count their activity for caseload credit.
The supervision of workers stationed far
from the main CPS office has also proved
challenging.

Overall, the patch model has been
viewed as promising. The reform initiative is
expanding to five additional sites in Iowa,
and national interest in the model has led
Oregon, Pennsylvania, and Vermont to move

forward with patch initiatives of their own.
These initiatives will provide valuable infor-
mation about the extent to which this model
can work well in more diverse settings.

Challenges of Reform
The new community-based partnership for
child protection goes a long way toward
addressing the five problems facing CPS that
were discussed earlier. This approach would
narrow the scope of the authoritative CPS
system to address the overinclusion and
capacity problems. It would address the
underinclusion problem by developing
alternative systems that use the community’s
formal and informal resources to serve the
families no longer included in the narrowed
CPS. The new paradigm’s emphasis on col-
laborative service delivery and the involve-
ment of informal helpers offers a solution to
the service delivery problem; its emphasis on
differential response addresses the service
orientation problem.

There are risks and challenges associated
with moving forward to a community-based
approach to child protection. Some of these
derive from the fact that the reach of the
CPS system would be narrower, while others
reflect the increased reliance on community
partners and on caseworker discretion.

Narrowing the scope of CPS inevitably
creates the risk that more cases of child
abuse or neglect, some of them serious, will
be missed. To reduce this risk, the commu-
nity partnership approach would continually
reassess families and spell out explicit proce-
dures for moving cases from the voluntary
track to the authoritative track. Introducing
the reforms incrementally is also prudent.
Missouri, for instance, piloted its dual
response in just five areas. Florida began
assigning cases of substance-exposed new-
borns to public health nurses instead of CPS
caseworkers in only one community, and did
so only after extensive discussions to spell
out exactly which types of substance-abuse
cases would be handled in this new way.

A second risk associated with narrowing
CPS is that the service problems of the cur-
rent CPS system will not be resolved. The
cases retained in CPS could still receive a
one-size-fits-all investigative response, and
those cases excluded might receive no ser-
vices, or services that are fragmented and

Reformers will have to devise new ways to
track accountability. Child protection is a
very high-risk business, and society’s
demands of the child protection system are
high as well.



117Rethinking the Paradigm for Child Protection

uncoordinated. The reliance on community
partnerships, the use of interagency teams,
and the differential response to cases within
and outside of CPS are intended to address
these problems, but working in this way
poses additional challenges for administra-
tors and front-line staff.

Administrators will be called on to give
front-line staff access to services that cross
agency lines so that they can address the
range of problems that place children at risk
of abuse and neglect. How to accomplish
such coordination, in a child and family ser-
vices system that is fragmented and categori-
cal, is a thorny problem. For community
partnerships to function as envisioned,
reformers will have to develop mechanisms
for making service funding flexible, as was
the case in Iowa, where the Patch Project
team could take advantage of earlier reforms
that had to some extent already decatego-
rized funding.

The new paradigm also creates a larger
role for informal helpers in the protection of
children, but establishing links with these
informal sources of support will be difficult
for CPS agencies. Organized groups of infor-
mal helpers such as tenant associations or
churches may be disinclined to establish
formal working relationships with CPS, since
some residents of low-income communities
view the system with distrust and hostility.
Nor will such relationships come naturally to
CPS staff, many of whom do not know how
to engage community resources as equal
partners. Moreover, informal sources of sup-
port (such as godparents, aunts, ministers,
and neighbors) vary case by case, so front-
line workers and families will have to work
together to identify and pull together these
resources. This represents a tremendous
change in the way caseworkers think about
working with families.

As noted earlier, the focus on differential
response that is fundamental to the new par-
adigm will give caseworkers more discretion
to decide, for instance, whether a family can
be worked with on a voluntary basis, or to
determine how to involve individuals in
the family’s network and community.
Caseworkers may have to work in new ways
as they become involved with families with-
out opening official CPS cases, and when
they are based far away from their official

supervisors and managers. To make sure
that caseworkers are capable of exercising
these new responsibilities, agencies under-
taking reform will have to provide more staff
training, upgrade caseworker job require-
ments and pay scales, and consider reducing
caseloads (which often exceed 20 cases per
worker).

Reformers will also have to devise new
ways to track accountability. Child protec-
tion is a very high-risk business, and society’s
demands of the child protection system are
high as well. The public wants children reli-
ably protected from abuse and neglect and is
willing to vest the system with a good deal of
authority to accomplish this, but it is impor-
tant that this authority not be abused or
treated lightly. To provide accountability,

administrators can use such tools as man-
agement information systems, random case
record reviews, and surveys of client satis-
faction to monitor outcomes for children
and families by caseworker, supervisor, and
agency. When these systems produce feed-
back in a timely manner, workers, supervi-
sors, and agency heads know they will be
held accountable; and if something is going
wrong, it can be remedied before too much
damage is done.

Conclusion
The cases of Missouri, Florida, and Iowa
provide three examples of how states are
beginning to move toward a new paradigm
for child protection—in which community
partnerships comprised of CPS and other
formal and informal partners together pro-
vide a differential response for families at
risk of abuse or neglect. The challenges
involved in getting from here to there—at
the system level and at the level of the front-
line worker—are substantial, but so too is
the potential for making real improvements
in a system that desperately needs reform.

To make sure that caseworkers are capable
of exercising these new responsibilities, 
agencies undertaking reform will have to
provide more staff training, upgrade 
caseworker job requirements and pay 
scales, and consider reducing caseloads.
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