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A B S T R A C T

The decision to substantiate child maltreatment is one of the many complex decisions workers must make daily.
Utilizing data from the Ontario Incidence study 2013, this paper examines what child, family and environmental
characteristics workers paid attention to when making the determination that a child had experienced mal-
treatment. This study adds to the Canadian body of research on factors that influence the decision to substantiate
maltreatment by exploring the Ontario population. Caregiver risk factors, uncooperative parents, older children,
and children with emotional or mental health concerns all increase the likelihood of substantiation. The decision
to substantiate current maltreatment was strongly influenced by the workers' assessment of the future risk of
maltreatment. Further research is need to explore worker and organizational factors that also influence this risk
focus and how much of an influence the current risk assessment tools have on the workers' assessment of future
risk and substantiation.

1. Introduction

Every day, child welfare workers are faced with complex decisions
which impact the lives of children and their families. Once a referral has
been accepted and an investigation is completed, the child welfare
worker must determine if there is credible evidence to substantiate
maltreatment. Child welfare workers must consider multiple clinical
factors related to the child and family when making the substantiation
decision. This important decision can influence how parents are defined
by child welfare systems, how the courts view the parents, whether
criminal charges are laid, what services a child and family receives from
child welfare systems (including whether children are removed from
their parent's care), and how child maltreatment prevalence is calcu-
lated by governments and in research (Cross et al., 2010; Child Welfare
Information Gateway, 2003; Drake, 1996; Jedwab et al., 2015; Slep &
Heyman, 2006; Trocmé, Knoke, Fallon, & McLaurin, 2009). Based on
the data from the 2003 Canadian Incidence Study of Reported Child
Abuse and Neglect (CIS-2003), Trocmé et al. (2009) conducted the first
Canadian study exploring clinical case characteristics that were asso-
ciated with decisions to substantiate maltreatment. Utilizing data from
the 2013 cycle of the Ontario Incidence Study, this paper will explore
what clinical factors influence workers in Ontario to substantiate

maltreatment, adding to the sparse Canadian research literature on
substantiation decision-making.

Risk has become a dominant lens in child welfare that shapes the
heuristics professionals use to make sense of complex situations. It has
now become an almost taken for granted way for social workers to
assess and practice child welfare (Houston, 2015; Swift, 2011; Turnell,
Munro, & Murphy, 2013). As the focus on the concept of risk increases,
the threshold of risk required to intervene in a family decreases, re-
sulting in a widening of the net, or an extension of the reach of child
welfare systems into new areas. This expansion, in turn, results in an
ever-increasing pressure on child welfare workers to keep up with the
latest assumed risk to children's safety (Clapton, Cree, & Smith, 2013;
Swift, 2011; Turnell et al., 2013). Utilizing data from the most recent
2013 Ontario Incidence Study of Child Abuse and Neglect (OIS-2013),
this paper will explore what child, family, and environmental char-
acteristics workers paid attention to when making the determination
that a child had experienced maltreatment.

2. Literature review

Child maltreatment occurs around the world and has physical and
psychological implications for the well-being of children and their
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families (Benbenishty et al., 2015; Gilbert et al., 2009; Slep, Heyman, &
Foran, 2015). The decision to substantantiate maltreatment generally
means that the worker has determined that there is sufficient credible
evidence to indicate that abuse or neglect indeed occurred (Jedwab
et al., 2015; Slep & Heyman, 2006). The decision made by child welfare
workers to substantiate maltreatment often has a significant impact on
the children and their families. Decisions such as pressing criminal
charges and removing children from their parents' care often follow the
decision to substantiate maltreatment (Cross & Casaneuva, 2009;
Trocmé et al., 2009). In many States and in some provinces in Canada,
such as Alberta and Quebec, cases cannot receive ongoing services
unless the investigation is substantiated (Sinha, 2013). Given the im-
portance of this decision and the potential impact for the child and
family, it is important to understand how these decisions are made and
to examine factors beyond the details of the event, which may influence
a worker's decision.

3. Factors influencing substantiation

Research into factors influencing substantiation decisions have
identified a number of clinical characteristics of children and families,
such as the child's age (Cross & Casaneuva, 2009; Scannapieco &
Connell Carrick, 2003; Trocmé, Fallon, MacLaurin, & Neves, 2005;
Williams, Tonmyr, Jack, Fallon, & MacMillan, 2011), gender (Cross &
Casaneuva, 2009; Font, 2015), and parent health and functioning, in-
cluding mental health and substance abuse (Jedwab et al., 2015;
Scannapieco & Connell Carrick, 2003; Trocmé et al., 2009).

More recent research studies have explored the impact of the ethno-
racial status of families on the substantiation decision (Cheng & Lo,
2013; Dettlaff et al., 2011; Jedwab et al., 2015; Miller, Cahn, Anderson-
Nathe, Cause, & Bender, 2013; Sinha, 2013), with some studies in-
dicating an increased likelihood of cases of black or Aboriginal children
being substantiated even when controlling for non-racial factors such as
income and other risk factors, suggesting racial bias (Ards, Myers,
Malkis, Sugrue, & Zhou, 2003; Font, 2015; Sinha, Ellenbogen, &
Trocmé, 2013).

In addition to the clinical characteristics of children and families,
other case factors associated with substantiated maltreatment include
the family's previous child protection involvement, the type and se-
verity of the maltreatment, as well as the quality of the evidence and
the level of harm (Cross & Casaneuva, 2009; Dettlaff et al., 2011;
English, Marshall, Coghlan, Brummel, & Orme, 2002; Jent et al., 2011;
Trocmé et al., 2009). Environmental factors, such as the values and
policies of agencies and the community, time pressures, distractions,
and the workers' role, have also been found to affect worker judgment
(Arad-Davidson & Benbenishty, 2008; Christianson-Wood, 2011;
Margolin, 1997). Other research has demonstrated that professional
judgment and personal subjectivity, including attitudes and values, do
have an impact on decisions, including judgments about risk, de-
terminations about child neglect, and time spent with families (Arad-
Davidson & Benbenishty, 2008; Parada, Barnoff, & Coleman, 2007;
Stokes & Schmidt, 2011; Stokes & Taylor, 2014). While these additional
factors are important, this study aims to explore which case based
factors influence worker decision-making.

4. Substantiation classifications

In 1996, Drake proposed a harm/evidence model that provided a
framework for understanding factors which influenced substantiation
decisions. Drake (1996) suggested that workers make the decision re-
garding substantiation based on the level of harm experienced by the
child and by the strength of the evidence. Only when the threshold of
both harm and evidence are met would the case be substantiated. Drake
(1996) urged researchers and child welfare agencies to consider a three-
tiered classification that included suspected, in addition to substantiated
and unfounded, to capture these cases.

5. Assessment of risk

In 2009 Cross and Casanueva proposed adding risk to Drake's ori-
ginal theoretical model and suggested that workers use harm, risk, and
evidence when making substantiation decisions. The institutionaliza-
tion of risk has had an impact on the process of decision-making in child
welfare. Social workers are increasingly asked to use a range of risk
assessment management technologies as a means to label and cate-
gorize risks to children, while also identifying individual responsibility
and blame, to concepts of child abuse and neglect (Broadhurst, Hall,
Wastell, White, & Pithouse, 2010; McDonald, Marston, & Buckley,
2003; Parton, 1998).

Risk assessment tools are intended to improve worker decision
making in order to increase the safety and outcomes for children and
families. However, the focus on risk assessment tools also draws our
attention away from decision-making errors, and may lull workers into
a false sense of security regarding their decisions (Fluke, Baumann,
Dalgleish, & Kern, 2014). Risk assessment measures do not allow child
welfare workers to predict with certainty if a specific parent will abuse
her or his child again, and therefore, errors are inevitable (Gambrill,
2005, 2008; Munro, 2004).

Assessing risk focuses on future behavior while substantiation de-
cisions concern current behavior (Pecora, 1991; Wald & Woolverton,
1990). Several studies have identified that the worker's assessment of
the future risk of maltreatment was a significant factor in making the
substantiation decision (Benbenishty et al., 2015; Dettlaff et al., 2011;
English et al., 2002). This study will explore whether the introduction
of a risk assessment framework, which includes an assessment of future
risk of maltreatment, has influenced the decision-making regarding the
substantiation of child-maltreatment.

6. Canadian context

The research into factors influencing substantiation decisions in the
United States is extensive and can be helpful in guiding Canadian stu-
dies; however, it is important to understand the Canadian context of
this important decision. According to the 2013 cycle of the Ontario
Incidence Study (OIS-2013; Fallon, Trocmé, MacLaurin, Sinha, & Helle,
2015), 44% of all maltreatment investigations conducted in Ontario
were substantiated, more than double the rate of substantiation re-
ported in the United States (US Department of Health and Human
Services – Administration of Children & Families, 2016). Based on data
from the 2003 Canadian Incidence Study of Reported Child Abuse and
Neglect (CIS-2003), researchers conducted a study exploring clinical
case characteristics that were associated with decisions to substantiate
maltreatment (Trocmé et al., 2009). This study found that the clinical
profile of substantiated cases was significantly different from cases that
were unfounded. This finding differed from similar studies conducted in
the US, which have found that there was often little difference between
the profiles of substantiated vs unfounded cases (Kohl, Jonson-Reid, &
Drake, 2009). Rates of substantiation also differed based on the form of
maltreatment, with the substantiation of sexual abuse being as low as
20%, while substantiation of exposure to domestic violence occurred in
76% of the case. Similar to other studies in the US, this study found that
signs of emotional or physical harm and previous substantiated mal-
treatment were strong predictors of substantiation (Haskett, Wayland,
Hutcheson, & Tavana, 1991).

Unlike US studies, child age was not found to be a factor in the
overall substantiation decisions; however, the study also found that
factors that influence the decision to substantiate differ by form of
maltreatment. In physical abuse cases, older children had a higher
likelihood of substantiation, while younger children had a higher
likelihood of substantiated neglect and emotional maltreatment. This
study was also consistent with other research that found caregiver risk
factors such as alcohol and drug abuse, mental health concerns, crim-
inal activity, cognitive impairment, as well as lack of social support and
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domestic violence to be important factors in the decision to substantiate
(English et al., 2002; Trocmé, McPhee, & Tam, 1995). Unlike the sus-
pected and unfounded cases, child functioning concerns were asso-
ciated with specific forms of maltreatment. Child behavior was asso-
ciated with overall maltreatment as well as physical abuse
substantiation, and a child's emotional concerns were associated with
sexual abuse substantiation. The study concluded that the clinical fac-
tors that appeared to influence the decisions to substantiate each form
of maltreatment were relatively consistent with the literature at the
time.

7. Ontario policy context

Ontario's first structured and standardized approach to case deci-
sion-making was introduced in the Ontario Risk Assessment Model
(ORAM) in 1998. Since these changes, significantly more children and
families have been subjected to investigations by child welfare agencies
annually (Trocmé et al., 2005; Trocmé, Lajoie, Fallon, & Felstiner,
2007). In response to the significant expansion of the child welfare
mandate, and the resulting increase in services and expenditures, the
Ministry of Children and Youth Services introduced “Child Welfare
Transformation 2005: A strategic plan for a flexible, sustainable and
outcome oriented service delivery model.” According to this document,
the expansion in child-welfare was influenced by multiple factors, and
“represents a dramatic expansion of the types of situations in which
child welfare services become involved in particular with respect to
child neglect, emotional maltreatment and exposure to domestic vio-
lence. The profile of children and families served by the child welfare
system has changed dramatically” (p. 3–4). Responding to growing
concern across the US, Canada, and other countries that intense pro-
tection investigations focused on gathering evidence were not appro-
priate for all cases, the new model expanded the array of available
assessment tools beyond risk assessment. The new policy was intended
to re-balance child welfare practice by introducing the option of dif-
ferential response to lower risk situations, focusing less on evidence
gathering and more on engaging families (MCYS, 2005).

Data from the Ontario Incidence Study (OIS-2013) provides an op-
portunity to explore what factors Ontario Child welfare workers focus
on when determining whether a child has experienced maltreatment or
neglect. Similar to the CIS-2003 on which the Trocmé et al. (2009)
study was based, the OIS-2013 has a range of child, family and mal-
treatment-related information, and uses a three-tiered substantiation
classification. If they believe, based on the probability of the evidence
that the child was maltreated, they are asked to classify the case as
‘substantiated.’ If they believe, based on the probability of evidence that
the child did not experience maltreatment, they are asked to classify the
cases as ‘unfounded’; and if they are unable to determine either of the
above categories based on the probability of evidence, they are asked to
classify the case as ‘suspected.’ The OIS instructs workers to make the
substantiation decision based on whether they believe that the child (or
children) were the victims of child maltreatment. This paper compares
the profile of substantiated and unfounded cases to explore what factors
distinguish substantiated and unfounded cases in OIS-2013.

8. Methodology

The Ontario Incidence Study of Reported Child Abuse and Neglect
(OIS) is a provincial study examining the incidence of reported child
abuse and neglect in Ontario. The primary objective of the OIS is to
gather reliable data regarding the rates of investigation and sub-
stantiation of maltreatment. This study utilizes secondary data from
2013 cycle of the OIS. The OIS tracks a sample of investigations in-
volving children up to 15 years of age conducted in sites across Ontario.
Child welfare agencies are the primary sampling unit for the OIS. The
term child welfare agency is used to describe any organization that has
the authority to conduct child protection investigations. Each of the

cycles of the OIS utilized a multi-stage sampling design, first to select a
representative sample of child welfare agencies across Ontario, then to
select cases within the three-month sampling period, and finally to
select child investigations that met the study criteria from the sampled
cases. The OIS-2013 gathered data on 5265 children who were the
subject of investigations of maltreatment from a representative sample
of 17 child welfare organizations. The sample was then weighted to
reflect provincial annual and regional estimates 125,280 investigations
in 2013.

The OIS collected information directly from investigating workers at
the conclusion of the investigation. Site researchers provided training to
workers covering key definitions and study procedures and conducted
follow-up visits to verify adherence to the sampling protocol and data
collection on the OIS forms. The data collection forms describe the al-
leged maltreatment, in addition to other child, family, and investiga-
tion-related information that included: (a) child age, sex, Aboriginal
status, and a child functioning checklist; (b) family size, structure and
housing conditions; (c) caregiver age, education, ethnicity, income, and
a caregiver risk factor checklist; and (d) source of report, caregiver
response to investigation, ongoing service status, service referrals, out-
of-home placement, child welfare court application, as well as police
and criminal court involvement. Reflecting a broad definition of child
maltreatment, the OIS distinguishes five primary categories of mal-
treatment: physical abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, emotional maltreat-
ment, and exposure to domestic violence. Every investigation could be
classified as up to three forms of maltreatment (i.e., primary, sec-
ondary, and tertiary). For each form of maltreatment, the study tracked
information on substantiation, duration, perpetrator, physical harm,
and use of punishment. A case was considered substantiated if the
balance of evidence indicated that abuse or neglect had occurred. If
there was not enough evidence to substantiate maltreatment, but there
remained a suspicion that maltreatment had occurred, a case was
classified as suspected. A case was classified as unfounded if there was
sufficient evidence to conclude that the child had not been maltreated.
Workers were asked to complete a three-page Maltreatment Assessment
Form with additional pages for each child included in the investigation.
This study will rely on secondary data collected by these Maltreatment
Assessment Forms in each of the two cycles.

9. Outcome variables

Substantiation status. Workers classified forms of maltreatment as
substantiated, suspected, or unfounded. If the primary form of mal-
treatment identified was substantiated, the case would be considered
substantiated for this analysis. When classifying cases, workers coded
the maltreatment as substantiated if the evidence indicated that mal-
treatment occurred. If the evidence was insufficient, or the worker was
unable to determine the harm to the child, but the incident of mal-
treatment could not be ruled out, the worker classified the investigation
as suspected. If the evidence indicated that maltreatment did not occur,
workers classified these cases as unfounded. The 2009 Trocmé et al.
Canadian study found that the cases classified as suspected were dis-
tinct enough in their characteristics that they should not be collapsed
into either the substantiated cases or the unfounded cases. Suspected
cases were less likely to involve physical or emotional harm than sub-
stantiated cases and the presence of caregiver risk factors increased the
likelihood that the investigations would be suspected rather than un-
founded. Based on the findings from this study, instead of collapsing
cases coded as suspected into either substantiated or unfounded, they
were excluded from the analysis regarding substantiation factors, and
this study will only explore substantiated and unfounded cases.

10. Independent variables

The decision about which variables to include in the analysis was
informed by the Trocmé et al. (2009) study that utilized CIS-2003 data.
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These include a range of household, caregiver, and child factors that
influence the probability that a maltreatment investigation would be
substantiated. The variables included have been updated to reflect some
of the more recent findings on factors influencing substantiation deci-
sions, including the future risk of maltreatment.

Forms of maltreatment. Workers identify the primary, and up to two
other forms of maltreatment, based on five categories of maltreatment:
physical abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, emotional maltreatment, and
exposure to intimate partner violence. Multiple forms of abuse and
maltreatment are included in each of the five categories. For this ana-
lysis, only the primary forms of maltreatment will be used: physical
abuse only, sexual abuse only, neglect only, emotional maltreatment
only, and exposure to domestic violence only.

Primary caregiver ethno-racial status. The ethno-racial status of the
primary caregiver was used in this analysis, thus collapsing these ca-
tegories into four: White, Black, Aboriginal, and “other” minority.

Primary Caregiver risk factors. Workers indicated whether the fol-
lowing caregiver risk factors were present at the time of the in-
vestigation: Alcohol abuse, drug or solvent abuse, cognitive impair-
ment, mental health issues, physical health issues, few social supports,
victim of intimate partner violence, perpetrator of intimate partner
violence, and history of foster care or group home. The number of risk
factors noted by the worker to be suspected or confirmed were summed
for the primary caregiver. Because the distribution of risk factors was
positively skewed, the number was collapsed into three categories:
none, one, two or more risk factors.

Caregiver response to the investigation. The worker indicated whether
contact with the primary or secondary caregiver in response to in-
vestigations was co-operative, uncooperative, or not contacted.
Responses for both individual caregivers were collapsed into one vari-
able: Y= one or both caregivers were uncooperative.

Child's functioning concerns. Three domains of child functioning were
derived for these analyses based on the Trocmé et al. (2009) study: (a)
emotional and or mental health concerns, which include depression,
anxiety, suicidal thoughts, self-harm, and attachment issues; (b) cog-
nitive and or physical functioning concerns, including intellectual dis-
abilities, physical disabilities and a number of developmental concerns;
and (c) behavioral concerns, including aggression, running, in-
appropriate sexual behavior, involvement with the youth justice
system, and substance and alcohol use.

Source of referral. Referral sources will be grouped into two cate-
gories: professional (i.e. police, schools), and non-professional referral
source (i.e. neighbor).

Maltreatment history. Workers document whether there was previous
maltreatment history and whether this history had been substantiated
for the investigated child. Only cases that had been substantiated were
coded as Y for this variable.

Housing risk. Each of the following housing risks were given a score
of one: family residing in a shelter, public housing, “other” housing,
unsafe housing, overcrowded home, two or more moves in the past
12 months, and if the household ran out of money for food, housing, or
utilities in the past six months. Given the factors included in this
variable, one could argue that this provides a proxy for the existence of
poverty. For purposes of analysis, scores were then collapsed into no
housing risk, one risk, or two or more risks (Trocmé et al., 2009).

Physical harm. This was a dichotomous variable asking the worker if
physical harm was evident. Physical harm included bruises, cuts,
scrapes, broken bones, burns, scalds, and head trauma.

Future risk of maltreatment. This is a dichotomous variable asking
workers if they believed there was a significant risk of future mal-
treatment. The question on the collection tool reads “indicate, based on
your clinical judgement, if there is significant risk of future maltreat-
ment.”

11. Analysis plan

To examine the rates of substantiated maltreatment, bivariate and
multivariate analyses were conducted. Independent-sample t-tests were
conducted to identify rates of substantiation. Chi-square bivariate
analyses were used to examine the relationship between the types of
maltreatment and whether the investigation was classified by the
worker as substantiated, suspected, or unfounded. Chi-square bivariate
analyses were used to examine the relationship between case char-
acteristics and the decision by workers whether to classify the cases as
substantiated, suspected, and unfounded. Logistic regression analysis
was conducted to examine, specifically, the factors that distinguished
substantiated from unfounded maltreatment. Suspected investigations
were dropped from the multivariate analysis (n=253 unweighted)
because previous research has demonstrated that suspected investiga-
tions differ from both unfounded and substantiated investigations
(Trocmé et al., 2009). Variables entered in the logistic regression were
selected utilizing a theory-driven approach drawing from previous re-
search on substantiation decision-making. Logistic regression is suited
to the analysis of the OIS data as many of the dependent variables of
interest are dichotomous and the relationships among the independent
and dependent variables are not necessarily linear (Walsh &
Ollenburger, 2001).

12. Results

Rates of substantiation. Table 1 presents the primary form of
maltreatment by the substantiation status for the 2013 cycle. The tables
provide the rate per 1000 children in Ontario for each of the sub-
stantiation subtypes. Less than three per 1000 children are the subject
of substantiated maltreatment for physical abuse, less than one per
1000 children for sexual abuse, and roughly four per 1000 for neglect.
Two out of every 1000 children were substantiated for emotional
maltreatment and almost nine per 1000 children were substantiated for
exposure to domestic violence in 2013.> 50% of all cases investigated
for emotional maltreatment (53%) and exposure to domestic violence
(65%) were substantiated in 2013. Conversely, < 20% of all sexual
abuse investigations were substantiated in 2013.

Profile of substantiated cases. Table 2 presents bivariate re-
lationships between substantiation status and a variety of case char-
acteristics in the 2013 full weight sample of 97,951, excluding children
involved in risk only investigations. Chi-square analyses were con-
ducted with the weighted sample of 5210 cases to determine which
variables were related to substantiation; all of the selected variables
were statistically significant.

A logistic regression analysis was conducted to identify the factors
that influenced substantiation decisions (Table 3). The relatively small
numbers for some of the variables in the model precluded examining

Table 1
Primary form of maltreatment by substantiated status-rate per 1000 children in Ontario
(weighted) – 2013.

Primary form of
maltreatment
investigated

Unfounded Suspected Substantiated Total

Rate % Rate % Rate % Rate %

Physical abuse 7.76 72.8% 0.44 4.1% 2.45 23% 10.65 100%
Sexual abuse 1.31 72.1% 0.14 8.0% 0.36 19.9% 1.81 100%
Neglect 2.21 56.8% 0.50 4.4% 4.42 38.8% 11.39 100%
Emotional

maltreat-
ment

1.75 38.8% 0.37 8.1% 2.39 53.1% 4.51 100%

Exposure to
domestic
violence

3.53 26.5% 0.99 8.2% 8.69 65.3% 13.32 100%

Total 20.82 49.9% 2.54 6.1% 18.32 44.0% 41.68 100%

Note: χ2(8)=14,250, p < .001.

J.K. Stoddart et al. Children and Youth Services Review 87 (2018) 1–8

4



each type of maltreatment independently, so all forms were collapsed
into one logistic regression and the different types of maltreatment
were included as independent variables. Of the twelve predictor vari-
ables in the model, all but caregiver ethnicity and previous sub-
stantiated maltreatment for the investigated child were significant
predictors of whether a maltreatment investigation was substantiated
rather than unfounded. The factor that had the most dramatic effect on
the odds of substantiation was the workers' assessment of the future risk
of maltreatment. This predictor variable increased the likelihood by 6.6
times that a case would be substantiated rather than unfounded.

Controlling for other factors in the model, the likelihood of mal-
treatment differs depending on the form of maltreatment. Sexual abuse
is less likely than physical abuse to be substantiated than unfounded.
Neglect cases are 1.4 times more likely than physical abuse cases to be
substantiated, emotional maltreatment was 4.3 times more likely to be
substantiated, and the form of maltreatment most likely to be sub-
stantiated was exposure to intimate partner violence, which was five
times more likely than physical abuse to be substantiated than un-
founded.

Cases in which the primary caregiver had one or two or more risk
factors were 2.2 and 3.9 times more likely to be substantiated than
unfounded, respectively. Cases in which the parent was not cooperative
with the investigation increased the likelihood of substantiation by 1.5
times. Controlling for all the variables in the model, including forms of
maltreatment, cases involving male children were less likely than fe-
male children to be substantiated than unfounded.

Cases in which the child displayed emotional and or mental func-
tioning concerns were 1.7 times more likely to be substantiated, and
cases in which the child displayed cognitive and or physical functioning
concerns were less likely to be substantiated than unfounded.
Behavioral concerns noted in the focal child did not significantly in-
fluence the substantiation decision when controlling for the other

variables in the model. When the referral source was professional the
cases were1.8 times more likely to be substantiated than cases in which
the referral source was nonprofessional. In cases in which there was
evidence of physical harm to the focal child the case was 2.8 times more
likely that the worker would substantiate the maltreatment.

Classification accuracy. The logistic regression model was statis-
tically significant: χ2 (21)= 1413.66. The model explained 46%
(Nagelkerke R2) of the variance in differentiating between unfounded
and suspected cases and correctly classified 79% of cases. The model
accurately classified 83% of unfounded cases and 73% of the sub-
stantiated cases.

13. Discussion

The present study examined what factors currently influence a
worker's decision to substantiate maltreatment. The rates of sub-
stantiated physical and sexual abuse are very low compared to rates of
substantiated exposure to intimate partner violence (eIPV). This reflects
the shift in focus from events of maltreatment that have already oc-
curred, such as physical or sexual abuse, to a focus on the future risk of
well-being for children exposed to environments that may be damaging
to their development, such as exposure to intimate partner violence
(IPV). The impact on children exposed to IPV can vary depending on
several factors, including frequency, developmental stage, resilience
and protective factors (Edleson, 2004; MCYS, 2016). Since research is
not able to indicate which children are safe, and which will develop
problems, child welfare workers investigating incidents of exposure to
IPV are instructed to assess the degree to which the child was involved
in the violent events and the level of physical or emotional harm evi-
dent (MCYS, 2016). Almost 46% of all substantiated maltreatment in-
vestigations in 2013 involved children who had been exposed to in-
timate partner violence. Of those children only 5% had any evidence of

Table 2
Primary form of substantiated maltreatment by case characteristics– OIS 2013N=97,951(weighted sample).

Case characteristics Physical only
(n=25,030)

Sexual abuse only
(n=4262)

Neglect only (n=26,767) Emotional abuse
(n=10,592)

eIPV only (n=31,300)

PC ethnicity⁎⁎⁎

White 13,496 54% 3223 76% 19,146 72% 6954 66% 19,574 62%
Black 2583 10% 214 5% 1069 4% 612 6% 2394 8%
Aboriginal 698 3% 223 5% 3258 12% 430 4% 1905 6%
Other 8253 33% 602 14% 3294 12% 2596 24% 7427 24%

Total caregiver risks⁎⁎⁎

No risks 17,162 69% 3137 74% 11,639 44% 5290 50% 5893 19%
One risk 5031 20% 732 17% 6260 23% 3016 29% 10,648 34%
Two risks 17,47 7% 169 4% 4362 16% 1144 11% 8196 26%

One/both caregiver response to
investigation⁎⁎⁎

Co-operative 22,152 93% 38,683 95% 23,043 89% 9765 94% 28,026 90%
Not co-operative 1669 7% 187 5% 2904 11% 694 5% 3160 10%

Child's gender⁎⁎⁎

Male 14,287 57% 1764 41% 14,397 54% 4930 46% 14,866 48%
Female 10,743 43% 2498 59% 12,370 46% 5671 54% 16,435 52%

Child functioning concerns
Emotional/mental⁎⁎⁎ 4962 20% 867 20% 6061 23% 2455 23% 3502 11%
Cognitive/physical⁎⁎⁎ 7263 29% 790 19% 8004 30% 2544 24% 3958 13%
Behavioral⁎⁎⁎ 7500 30% 1315 31% 6705 25% 2282 22% 3636 12%

Substantiated child recurrence⁎⁎⁎ 6359 25% 1012 24% 10,871 41% 3753 36% 11,141 36%
Professional referral⁎⁎⁎

Nonprofessional 3214 13% 1357 32% 11,235 42% 2470 23% 6061 19%
Professional 21,815 87% 2905 68% 15,521 58% 8123 77% 25,239 81%

Housing risks⁎⁎⁎

No risks 21,052 84% 3852 90% 17,058 64% 7932 75% 23,051 74%
One risk 2311 9% 344 8% 5235 20% 1989 19% 5791 19%
Two or more risks 1667 7% 65 2% 4474 17% 671 6% 2457 8%

Physical harm⁎⁎⁎ 3069 65% 135 3% 1221 26% 49 1% 231 5%
Future risk of maltreatment⁎⁎⁎ 3288 14% 503 14% 7162 30% 1966 21% 8598 34%
Age of child (mean/SD)⁎⁎⁎ 8.05 3.88 8.92 3.88 7.52 4.44 8.11 4.48 6.69 4.34

Note: ⁎⁎⁎p < .001 based on unweighted sample N=5219.

J.K. Stoddart et al. Children and Youth Services Review 87 (2018) 1–8

5



physical harm and only 11% to 12% had any child functioning con-
cerns, yet in 34% of these cases, the worker was concerned about future
risk of maltreatment. This appears to be an example of the increasing
focus on risk of what might happen to children instead of what has
happened to them.

Cases in which there were two or more housing risks, a proxy
measure for poverty, were more likely to be substantiated when con-
trolling for all the other variables in the model. This supports numerous
other studies which suggest that children living in poverty are at greater
risk of maltreatment (Kotch et al., 1995; Sidebotham, Heron, Golding, &
The ALSPCA Study Team, 2002; Townsend, 1987).

Cases in which at least one caregiver was uncooperative were as-
sociated with increased likelihood of substantiation. One might think
that an uncooperative parent might inhibit the worker's ability to assess
the evidence, yet these cases were almost two times more likely to be
substantiated. This supports the findings of other research which sug-
gests that the relationship between the parent and the workers has a
significant impact on decision-making (Holland, 2010; Platt, 2007).

Unlike the CIS-2003 study, this study did not find evidence that the
ethno-racial status of caregivers influenced the decision to substantiate
maltreatment, despite recent concerns about an over-representation of
black and Aboriginal children in the Ontario Child welfare system
(Antwi-Boasiako et al., 2016; MCYS, 2011; OACAS, 2016; Toronto Star,
2014). Based on the bivariate analysis above, ethno-racial status of
parents correlated with substantiated maltreatment differently de-
pending on the type of maltreatment. This study did not have enough

statistical power to conduct the multivariate analysis by maltreatment
type that might be needed to detect the effect of ethno-racial status on
substantiation decision making. Further, the inclusion of the risk of
future maltreatment as a specific variable could be associated to ethno-
racial status of parents. Miller et al. (2013) interviewed child welfare
workers regarding individual and system biases that may contribute to
racial disproportionality and disparity. One theme that emerged was
that focus group participants suspected that workers were more likely
to suspect future risk of maltreatment in families that were culturally or
racially different from the norm. The current study is unable to assess
what factors the workers considered when assessing risk of future
maltreatment. Future research in Ontario could examine what influ-
ences workers in their clinical assessment of risk of future maltreat-
ment.

The presence of emotional and or mental health concerns increased
the likelihood of substantiation, which may indicate that workers were
assessing the impact on the child. Physical or developmental concerns
had an inverse effect on substantiation, indicating that investigations
involving children with physical or developmental concerns were less
likely to be substantiated. While this may be because it is often difficult
to interview or interpret information from these children, this finding is
concerning given the vulnerability of this group of children, as research
suggests that children with developmental delays are much more likely
to suffer abuse or neglect (Fluke, Shusterman, Hollinshead, & Yuan,
2005; Fudge-Schormans & Brown, 2002; Kahn & Schwalbe, 2010;
Sullivan & Knutson, 2000).

This study was consistent with other research, including the
Canadian study by Trocmé et al. (2009) that found caregiver risk factors
were important factors in the decision to substantiate (English et al.,
2002; Trocmé et al., 1995). The presence of two or more primary risk
factors was one of the factors which had the strongest effect on the odds
that a case would be substantiated. When workers assessed two or more
caregiver risk factors, the case was 3.9 times more likely than cases with
fewer caregiver risk factors to be substantiated. Unlike previous studies
(Cross & Casaneuva, 2009;Haskett et al., 1991; Trocmé et al., 2009),
historical substantiated child maltreatment was not significantly related
to substantiation decisions when controlling for the other factors in the
model.

Reflecting on Drake's harm/evidence model (1996), these findings
are consistent with previous studies that found that the presence of
physical harm was a strong predictor of case substantiation (Haskett
et al., 1991; Trocmé et al., 2009). However, it was very interesting to
note that the worker's assessment of the future risk of maltreatment was
an even stronger predictor, increasing the likelihood of substantiation
by 6.6 times as compared to 2.8 times for the presence of physical harm
when controlling for all other variables in the model.

When using the harm, risk, evidence model suggested by Cross and
Casaneuva (2009) to theorize the results, one could argue that very few
of the factors found in this model would be considered items that are
evidentiary. Rather, the majority of factors in this model that were re-
lated to substantiation decision-making are risk factors believed to be
associated with maltreating behavior. Assessing risk focuses on future
behavior while substantiation decisions concern current behavior
(Pecora, 1991; Wald & Woolverton, 1990). This study adds to the re-
search which has found that a worker's assessment of the risk of future
maltreatment influences their decisions regarding substantiation. When
these findings are considered, it begs the question whether the spiraling
focus of risk has resulted in a focusing bias, in which workers place too
much importance on their assessment of the child's future risk of mal-
treatment, and pay less attention to the harm that has already occurred
to children.

14. Limitations

It is important to note that, despite the large amount of case in-
formation used to predict the decision, there is still a significant

Table 3
Logistic regression – 2013 - substantiated versus unfounded maltreatment (all forms).

Predictors Exp (β) unfounded vs. substantiated

Form of maltreatment
Physical abuse only
Sexual abuse only 0.88⁎

Neglect only 1.46⁎⁎

Emotional maltreatment only 4.32⁎⁎⁎

Exposure to intimate partner
violence only

5.03⁎⁎⁎

PC ethnicity
White
Black 1.32
Aboriginal 0.98
Other 1.18

Total caregiver risks recoded
No risks
One risk 2.22⁎⁎⁎

Two risks 3.87⁎⁎⁎

PC: response to investigation
Co-operative
Not co-operative 1.55⁎⁎

Age of child 1.02⁎⁎

Child gender (male) 0.78⁎⁎⁎

Child functioning
Emotional concerns 1.77⁎⁎⁎

Physical concerns 0.70⁎⁎

Behavioral concerns 1.22
Substantiated CH recurrence 1.19
Professional referral 1.79⁎⁎⁎

Housing risks
No risks
One risk 1.05
Two or more risks 1.59⁎⁎

Physical harm 2.83⁎⁎⁎

Future risk of maltreatment 6.61⁎⁎⁎

Model fit χ2 (21)= 1413.66⁎⁎⁎, Nagelkerke
R2=0.46

Note. Unfounded is the comparison category. The Exp(β) reflects the effect of the odds
that the cases will be substantiated rather than unfounded. The larger the Exp(β), the
more likely it is that the investigation will be substantiated.

⁎ p < .05.
⁎⁎ p < .01.
⁎⁎⁎ p < .001.
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proportion of unexplained variance. This supports previous research
findings regarding additional confounding or explanatory variables that
were outside the scope of this study. This variance includes individual
worker factors, such as knowledge, skill and attitudes; organizational
factors, such as climate, culture and structure; and external factors,
including policies and legislative requirements as well as the level of
moral panic in the community (Arad-Davidson & Benbenishty, 2008;
Bauman, Kern, & Fluke, 1997; Benbenishty et al., 2015; Christianson-
Wood, 2011; Margolin, 1997; Parada et al., 2007; Stokes & Schmidt,
2011; Stokes & Taylor, 2014). The relatively small numbers for some of
the variables in the model precluded examining each type of mal-
treatment independently, and instead, maltreatment typologies were
handled as independent variables. While the current study found that
the type of maltreatment was a predictor in the substantiation, it did
not allow for an exploration of the differences in factors influencing
substantiation by typology.

As is common in studies that utilize secondary data, in the current
study, variables are limited to those available in the Ontario Incidence
Study. The OIS has other specific limitations as a data set, including the
fact that the data is limited to the initial stage of investigations and only
tracks decisions made within the first 30 days, is based on assessments
provided by the investigating child welfare workers, and that the in-
formation provided by workers is not independently verified.

15. Conclusion

There is a growing body of research in the United States on factors
which influence the decision to substantiate maltreatment. This study
adds to the Canadian context by exploring the Ontario population.
Forty-four percent of all maltreatment investigations conducted in the
province are substantiated. Cases involving neglect and emotional
maltreatment are more likely to be substantiated for maltreatment than
physical or sexual abuse, and cases involving exposure to intimate
partner violence are five times more likely than cases involving physical
abuse to be substantiated rather than unfounded.

Caregiver risk factors, uncooperative parents, older children, and
children with emotional or mental health concerns all increase the
likelihood of substantiation. Female children are more likely to be in-
volved in substantiated maltreatment cases than male children, and
professional referral sources increase the odds of substantiation. Having
unsafe, unstable housing increases the odds of substantiation, and the
existence of physical harm makes it two times more likely the case will
be substantiated.

However, when controlling for multiple factors previously found to
influence substantiation decisions, by 2013 the caseworker perceptions
of risk emerged as one of the strongest explanatory factors. The purpose
of assessing risks is to attempt to predict future behavior; the decision to
substantiate is about assessing whether abuse or neglect has already
occurred (Pecora, 1991; Wald & Woolverton, 1990). In Ontario, care-
givers' actions should meet the legal definition of abuse and neglect for
a case to be substantiated, and substantiation should not be based on a
prediction of future risk of maltreatment for the child.

The decision to substantiate current maltreatment was strongly in-
fluenced by the workers' assessment of the future risk of maltreatment.
Exploring how workers assess the future risk of maltreatment is an
important next step to gain a more complete picture of decision-making
regarding substantiated maltreatment in Ontario. It is also important to
note that, despite the large amount of case information used to predict
the decision, there is still a significant proportion of unexplained var-
iance. This suggests that there are additional confounding or ex-
planatory variables that need to be examined. Further research is
needed to explore worker and organizational factors that influence this
risk focus and how much of an influence the current risk assessment
tools have on the workers' assessments of future risk and substantiation.
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