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FOREWORD

This report presents the results of the congressionally
mandated Third National Incidence Study of Child Abuse and
Neglect (NIS-3). The NIS is the single nost conprehensive source
of information about the current incidence of child abuse and
neglect in the United States. The NIS-3 findings are based on a
nationally representative sanple of over 5,600 professionals in
842 agencies serving 42 counties. The study used tw sets of
standardi zed definitions of abuse and neglect. Under the Harm
Standard, children identified to the study were considered to be
maltreated only if they had already experienced harmfrom abuse
or neglect. Under the Endangernent Standard, children who
experienced abuse or neglect that put themat risk of harm were
included in the set of those considered to be nmaltreated,
together wth the al ready-harmed children

The N S-3 provides us with inportant insights about the
i ncidence and distribution of child abuse and negl ect and about
changes in incidence since the previous studies.

| nci dence

- There have been substantial and significant increases
in the incidence of child abuse and negl ect since the
| ast national incidence study was conducted in 1986.

- Under the Harm Standard definitions, the total nunber
of abused and neglected children was two-thirds
higher in the NS3 than in the NIS-2. This neans
that a child s risk of experiencing harmcausing
abuse or neglect in 1993 was one and one-half tines
the child' s risk in 1986

- Under the Endangernent Standard, the nunber of abused
and neglected children nearly doubled from 1986 to
1993. Physical abuse nearly doubled, sexual abuse
nore than doubled, and enotional abuse, physical
negl ect, and enotional neglect were all nore than two
and one-half times their NIS-2 |evels.

- The total nunber of children seriously injured and
the total nunber endangered both quadrupled during
this tinme.
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d Characteristics

Grls were sexually abused three tinmes nore often
t han boys.

Boys had a greater risk of enotional neglect and of
serious injury than girls.

Children are consistently vulnerable to sexual abuse
fromage three on

There were no significant race differences in the
incidence of nmaltreatnent or maltreatnent-rel ated
injuries wuncovered in either the NIS-2 or the N S-3.

Iy Characteristics

Children of single parents had a 77-percent greater
ri sk of being harnmed by physical abuse, an 87-percent
greater risk of being harnmed by physical neglect, and
an 80-percent greater risk of suffering serious
injury or harm from abuse or neglect than children
living with both parents.

Chi I dren in the largest famlies were physically
neglected at nearly three tines the rate of those who
cane fromsingle- child famlies.

Chi l dren from famlies wth annual inconmes bel ow
$15,000 as conpared to children fromfamlies with
annual inconmes above $30,000 per year were over 22
tinmes nor e likely to experience som form of
maltreatnment that fit the Harm Standard and over 25
tinmes nore likely to suffer sonme form of naltreatnent
as defined by the Endangerment Standard.

Children from the lowest income fanmlies were 18

times nore likely to be sexually abused, al nost 56
times nore likely to be educationally neglected, and
over 22 tinmes nore likely to be seriously injured

from maltreatnent as defined under the Harm Standard
than children fromthe higher incone famlies.

d Protective Services (CPS) Investigation

CPS investigated only 28 percent of the recognized
children who net the Harm Standard. This was a
significant decrease fromthe 44 percent investigated
in 1986.

Al though the percentage of children whose abuse or



negl ect was investigated declined, the actual nunber
of children investigated remai ned constant.

- CPS investigated less than one-half of all Harm
Standard children recognized by any source and |ess
than one-half of all Endangernent Standard chil dren
recogni zed by any source except police and sheriffs
departnments (52%.

- Schools recognized the largest nunber of children
maltreated under the Harm Standard, but only 16
percent of these children were investigated by CPS.

- CPS investigated only 26 percent of the seriously
infjured and 26 percent of the noderately injured
chi | dren.

This study would not have been possible wthout the
support of hundreds of agencies and individual caseworkers,
teachers, police officers, social workers, probation officers,
nurses, and other professionals in the study counties who
contributed their enthusiastic support and nuch of their tinme in
the effort to assess accurately the incidence, nature, and
distribution of child abuse and neglect in the United States.
extend ny appreciation to these dedi cated respondents.

Aivia A ol den

Conmi ssi oner

Adm nistration on Children, Youth
and Fam | i es



This report summarizes the Third National |ncidence Study
of Child Abuse and Neglect (NIS-3). It gives a synopsis of the
study's Dbackground and objectives, its design and nethods, and
its key findings and inplications.

1. Background and Qbjectives

The National Incidence Study (NIS) is a congressionally
mandat ed, periodic effort of the National Center on Child Abuse
and Neglect (NCCAN). The first NIS (NIS-1), nandated under P.L.
93-247 (1974), was conducted in 1979 and 1980 and published in
1981. The second NIS (NI S-2), nmandated under P.L. 98-457 (1984),
was conducted in 1986 and 1987 and published in 1988. The third
NS (NIS-3) was mandated under P.L. 100-294 (as anended). The
Nl S-3 data were collected in 1993 and 1994, anal yses conducted in
1995 and 1996, and these results published in 1996. A key
objective of the NIS-3 was to provide updated estimates of the
incidence of child abuse and neglect in the United States and
measure changes in incidence fromthe earlier studies.

2. Desi gn and Met hods

The N S-3 offers an inportant perspective on the scope
of child abuse and neglect. The NIS includes children who were
investigated by child protective service (CPS) agencies, but it
al so obtains data on children seen by conmunity professionals who
were not reported to CPS or who were screened out by CPS w thout
investigation. This nmeans that the NIS estimtes provide a nore
conprehensive neasure of the scope of child abuse and neglect
knowmn to comunity professionals, including both abused and
neglected children who are in the official statistics and those
who are not. The NIS follows a nationally representative design,
which nmeans that the estinmates represent the nunbers of abused
and neglected children in the United States who cone to the
attention of conmmunity professionals. The fact that there have
been three simlar national incidence studies that have used
conpar abl e nethods and definitions neans that one can conpare
NIS-3 estimates with those fromthe earlier studies in order to
identify any changes over tine in the incidence and distribution
of abused and negl ected chil dren.

The N S-3 was conducted in a nationally representative
sanpl e of 42 counties. |In every county, the CPS agency was a key
partici pant, providing basic denographic data on all the children
who were reported and accepted for investigation during the 3-
nmonth study data period, Septenber 5 through Decenber 4, 1993.
Furt her details about the child s naltreatnent and the outcone of
the CPS investigation were obtained for a representative sanple
of these cases.
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Like the NIS-1 and NIS-2 before it, the NIS-3 enployed a
sentinel survey nethodology, in which community professionals
serving children and famlies in various categories of non-CPS

agencies were also recruited into the study. In each county,
these sentinels were a representative sanple of all professional
staff who were Ilikely to come into contact wth naltreated

children in police and sheriffs' departnents, public schools,
day-care centers, hospitals, voluntary social service agencies,
mental health agencies, and the county juvenile probation and
public health departnents. The participating sentinels in the
NlS-3 were 5,612 professionals in 800 non-CPS agencies who
remai ned on the | ookout for maltreated children during the study
peri od. They were trained in the standard NIS definitions of
abuse and negl ect at the outset, and they submtted data forns on
any children they -encountered who were naltreated during the
study data period. The NIS-3 collected a total of 50,729 data
formns: 4,711 from non-CPS sentinels; 3,154 on the investigation
outcones and the abuse and negl ect involved in cases sanpled at
participating CPS agencies; and 42,864 capturing the basic
denographic data on all cases reported to participating CPS
agenci es during the study period.

Children who were submtted to the study by non-CPS
sentinels and those who were investigated in the CPS sanpled
cases were evaluated according to standard study definitions of
abuse and neglect, and only children who fit the standards were

used in generating the national estinmates. The definitional
standards used in the NIS-3 were identical to those used in the
NI S 2. These standards inposed a nunber of requirenents,

including the restriction that the abuse or neglect be within the
jurisdiction of CPS (i.e., perpetrated or permtted by a parent
or caretaker), and they applied uniformclassification systens to
index the type of maltreatnent and the severity and type of
injury or harm

Two sets of definitional standards were appli ed: t he
Harm Standard and the Endangernent Standard. The Harm Standard
was developed for the NIS-1, and it has been used in all three
national incidence studies. It is relatively stringent in that
it generally requires that an act or omssion result in
denonstrable harmin order to be classified as abuse or neglect.
Exceptions are nade in only a few categories where the nature of
the maltreatnent itself is so egregious that the standard permts
harm to be inferred when direct evidence of it is not avail able.
The chief advantage of the Harm Standard is that it is strongly
objective in character. |Its principal disadvantage is that it is
so stringent that it provides a view of abuse and neglect that is
too narrow for many purposes, excluding even many chil dren whose
mal treatment is substantiated or indicated as abuse or neglect by
CPS.
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To neet t he need to include the full set of
substantiated/indicated children in the incidence statistics, the
Endangernment Standard was devel oped as a definitional standard
during the NIS-2 to supplenent the perspective provided by the
Harm Standard. The Endangernent Standard includes all children
who neet the Harm Standard but adds others as well. The central
feature of the Endangernent Standard is that it allows children
who were not vyet harnmed by maltreatnent to be counted in the
abused and neglected estimates if a non-CPS sentinel considered
them to be endangered by maltreatnment or if their maltreatnent
was substantiated or indicated in a CPS investigation. In
addi tion, the Endangernent Standard is slightly nore | enient than
t he Harm Standard concerning the identity of al | onabl e
perpetrators in that it includes maltreatnment by adult caretakers
other than parents in certain categories as well as sexual abuse
perpetrated by teenage caretakers. The Endangernent Standard was
used in both the NIS-2 and the N S- 3.

Duplicate forns about the same child were identified and
unduplicated, so that each child was included in the database
only once. Finally, the data were weighted to represent the
total nunber of <children maltreated in the United States and
annualized to transformthe information fromthe 3-nonth data
period into estimates reflecting a full year.

3. The National I|ncidence of Child Abuse and Negl ect

The findings of the Third National I|ncidence Study of
Child Abuse and Neglect (NIS-3) show a sharp increase in the
scope of the problem whether nmaltreatnent is defined using the
Harm St andard or the Endangernent Standard.

Esti mated | nci dence As Defined by the Harm St andard. An
estimated 1,553,800 children in the United States were abused or
negl ected wunder the Harm Standard in 1993. The N S-3 total
reflects a 67-percent increase since the NIS-2 estinmate, which
indicated that the total was 931,000 children in 1986, and it
corresponds to a 149-percent increase since the NIS-1 estimte
for 1980 of 625,100 children. Significant or cl ose-to-
significant increases were found in both abuse and negl ect. The
nunber of abused children who were countable wunder the Harm
Standard rose by 46 percent froman estinmated 507,700 in the
NlS-2 to 743,200 in the NIS-3. The nunber of neglected children
who fit the Harm Standard increased significantly from 474,800
during the NIS-2 data collection in 1986 to 879,000 at the tine
of the NS 3 data period in 1993. 1In the estimtes given here
and below, children are included in all categories that apply to
them (i.e., those who were both abused and negl ected are included
in both estimtes).



Considering specific types of abuse and neglect as
defined by the Harm Standard, significant increases since the
NlS-2 were found in the incidence of sexual abuse, physical
negl ect, and enotional neglect, and a close-to-significant (i.e.,
statistically marginal) increase was observed in the incidence of
physi cal abuse:

- The estimated nunber of sexually abused children under
the Harm Standard rose from 119,200 in 1986 to 217,700
in 1993 (an 83% i ncrease);

- The nunber of physically neglected children wunder the
Harm St andard i ncreased froman estimted 167,800 at the
time of the NIS-2 to an estimated 338,900 in the N S-3
(a 102%rise in incidence);

- There was a 333-percent increase in the estimated nunber
of enotionally neglected children wusing t he Har m
Standard, from 49,200 inthe NNS-2 to 212,800 in the
NI S-3; and

- The estimted nunber of physically abused children under
the Harm Standard was 269, 700 at the tinme of the N S 2,
but it had increased to 381,700 during the NIS-3 (a 42%
i ncrease).

When these abused and neglected children were classified
according to the injury or harmthey suffered from maltreatnent

that fit the Harm Standard, there was a substanti al and
significant increase in the incidence of <children who were
seriously harned and a statistically marginal increase in the

nunmber for whominjury could be inferred due to the severe nature
of their maltreatnent. The estinmated nunber of seriously injured
children essentially quadrupled from 141, 700 to 565,000 in the
intervening 7 vyears between the NIS-2 and the NS 3 (a 299%
i ncrease). The nunmber for whom injury could be inferred
i ncreased froman estimted 105,500 children in the NNS-2 to an
estimated 165,300 children in the NIS-3 (a 57% i ncrease).

Estimated |Incidence Using the Endangernent Standard.
Bet ween 1986 and 1993, the total estimated nunber of abused and
neglected children in the United States who fit the Endangernent
Standard nearly doubl ed: in 1986, there were an estinated
1,424,400 abused and neglected children in the United States.
The N S-3 estimate of 2,815,600 reflects a 98-percent increase
over the NIS-2 figure. Significant increases were found in both
abuse and neglect. The nunber of abused children nore than
doubl ed from an estimated 590,800 to 1,221,800 (a 107% i ncrease),
while the estinmated nunber of neglected children also nore than
doubl ed from 917,200 to 1,961,300 (a 114% i ncrease).
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The increases were substantial and significant in al
types of abuse and negl ect except educational negl ect:

- The estimated nunber of physically abused children rose
from 311,500 to 614,100 (a 97% i ncrease);

- The esti mat ed nunber of sexually abused chil dren
increased froman estimted 133,600 children to 300, 200
(a 125% i ncrease);

- The nore recent estimate of the nunber of enotionally
abused children was 183 percent higher than the previous
estimate (188,100 in 1986 versus 532,200 in 1993);

- The estimated nunber of physically neglected children
increased from 507,700 to 1,335,100 (a 163% i ncrease),;
and

- The estimated nunber of enotionally neglected children
nearly tripled in the interval between the studies,
rising from 203,000 in 1986 to 585,100 in 1993 (a 188%
i ncrease).

When the children whose abuse or neglect net t he
Endangernent Standard were classified according to the injury or
harm they suffered, significant increases were evident in two

cat egori es. First, the 1993 estimate of the nunber of children
who were endangered by their maltreatnent (but not yet harned)
was nore than four tinmes the correspondi ng 1986 esti nate. That

is, the nunmber of endangered children rose from an estinmated
254,000 in 1986 to an estimated 1,032,000 in 1993 (a 306%

i ncrease). Second, the nunber of children who were seriously
infjured or harned by abuse or neglect that fit the Endangernent
Standard in 1993 was well over one-half mllion, which is nearly
guadruple the 1986 estimate for this category. In 1986, an
estimated 143, 300 children had been seriously injured by abuse or
negl ect ; in 1993, the figure was 569,900 children (a 298%
i ncrease). Note that nearly all (99% of the <children who

counted as seriously injured here were al so countable under the
Harm Standard, so the near-quadrupling of their nunbers since
1986 essentially reiterates what was reported above in connection
with the Harm St andard.

4. Distribution of Child Abuse and Neglect by the Child's
Characteristics

The child' s sex and age were related to the rate of
mal treat ment, but race was not.

Child s Sex. Grls were sexually abused about three
5



times nore often than boys, under both the Harm Standard and the
Endangerment Standard. This finding reiterates the NIS-2 result,
so females' disproportionately greater risk of sexual abuse has
been stable over time. This sex difference in incidence rates of
sexual abuse |leads to higher rates of abuse in general anong
girls. Al so, because the definitional guidelines permt the
inference that injury or harmoccurred in connection wth the
nore extreme forns of sexual abuse, girls' greater risk of sexua
abuse al so accounts for their higher incidence rates for inferred
injury.

At the sane tinme, boys had higher incidence rates than
girls in sonme arenas, and boys' maltreatnent risks al so
denonstrated sonme increases since the N S 2. Boys were at
somewhat greater risk of serious injury (24% higher than girls’
risk under both definitional standards), and boys wer e
significantly nore likely to be enotionally neglected (boys' risk
was 18% greater than girls'). Al so, boys' rates of physical
negl ect defined by the Harm Standard and of enotional abuse using
the Endangernent Standard increased nore since the N S-2 than
girls' rates did. Mreover, trends in the incidence of fatal
injuries frommaltreatnent noved in opposite directions for girls
and boys the incidence of fatally injured girls declined slightly
since the N S-2, while the incidence of fatally injured boys
rose.

Child' s Age. A consistent feature of t he age
differences in incidence rates within the NlS-3 was the |ower
i nci dence of maltreatnent anong the younger children under both

definitional standards. |In nost cases, the differentiation was
between the O0- to 2-year-olds and ol der children or between the
O- to 5-year-olds and older children. It is possible that the

| ower rates at these younger ages reflect undercoverage of these
age groups. That is, prior to attaining school age, children are
| ess observable to community professionals.

Another recurring thene in connection with age is that
of disproportionate increases in the incidence of nmaltreatnent
anong the younger children (under 12 years old) and especially
anong children in their mddle-childhood years (ages 6 to 11).
Note that as circunstances deteriorate and naltreatnment becones
nore prevalent and nore severe, older children have greater
opportunities for escape. Also, older children are nore able to
defend thenselves and/or retaliate. These factors may have
noderated the increases in naltreatnent that were observed anong
t he ol der age groups.

The disproportionate increases during the younger and
m ddl e-chil dhood years nean that the overall profiles of age
differences in maltreatnent were different in the NIS-3 than they
had been in the NS 2. During the NS-2, the risk of
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mal treatment generally increased with the age of the child in a
cl ose-to-linear fashion. Wth the |opsided increases anong the
younger children and anong children in their mddle-childhood
years, t he profile has changed toward a curvilinear
configuration_where the m ddl e-years of chil dhood are associated
with the maximum risk of maltreatnent_and toward a sonewhat
flatter di stribution_where age di fferences are somewhat
attenuated overall conpared to their NI S-2 patterns.

One of t he nost striking findings is t he age
distribution of sexual abuse, which conbined t he gener al
flattening of the age differences in incidence rates with a very
low age transition in the distribution of incidence rates. The
rate of sexual abuse as defined under the Endangernent Standard
was very low for O- to 2-year-olds, but then relatively constant
for children ages 3 and older, indicating a very broad age range
of vulnerability from preschool age on.

Race. The Nl S 3 found no race di fferences in
mal treatment incidence. The NIS-3 reiterates the findings of the
earlier national incidence studies in this regard. That is, the
Nl S-1 and the NIS-2 al so found no significant race differences in
the incidence of naltreatnment or maltreatnent-related injuries.

Servi ce providers may find these results sonmewhat
surprising in view of the disproportionate representation of
children of <color in the child welfare population and in the
clientele of other public agencies. However, it should be
recogni zed that the NI'S nethodol ogy identifies a nuch broader
range of children than those who cone to the attention of any one
type of service agency or the even snaller subset who receive

child protective and other child welfare services. The NS
findings suggest that the different races receive differential
attention sonewher e during t he process of referral,

i nvestigation, and service allocation, and that the differential
representation of minorities in the child welfare popul ati on does
not derive frominherent differences in the rates at which they
are abused or neglected. It is also inportant to recognize that
while there are no overall race differences in the incidence of
child abuse and neglect in the N S-3 findings, subsequent
anal yses that simnultaneously consider multiple characteristics
may reveal race differences in maltreatnment incidence anpbng
specific subsets of children (e.g., for children of certain ages,
for one sex but not the other, etc.).

5. Distribution of Child Abuse and Neglect by Famly
Characteristics

The incidence of child maltreatnent varied as a function
of famly inconme, famly structure, famly size, and the

v



nmetropolitan status of the county.

Famly Structure. Children of single parents were at
hi gher risk of physical abuse and of all types of neglect and
were overrepresented anong seriously injured, noderately injured,
and endangered children. Conpared with their counterparts |iving
with both parents, children in single-parent famlies had

- a 77-percent greater risk of being harmed by physical
abuse (using t he stringent Harm Standard) and a
63-percent greater risk of experiencing any countable
physi cal abuse (using the Endangernent Standard);

- an 87-percent greater risk of being harnmed by physi cal
negl ect and a 165-percent greater risk of experiencing
any count abl e physi cal negl ect;

- a 74-percent greater risk of being harned by enotional
negl ect and a 64-percent greater risk of experiencing any
count abl e enotional neglect;

- a 220-percent (or nore than three tines) greater risk of
bei ng educational |y negl ect ed,;

- an approximately 80-percent greater risk of suffering
serious injury or harmfrom abuse or negl ect;

- an approximately 90-percent greater risk of receiving
nmoderate injury or harmas a result of child
mal treat nent; and

- a 120-percent (or nore than two tines) greater risk of
bei ng endangered by sone type of child abuse or negl ect.

Among children in single-parent househol ds, those living
with only their fathers were approximately one and two-thirds
times nore likely to be physically abused than those living wth
only their nothers.

Al though parents are not necessarily, nor even nost
frequently, the perpetrators of naltreatnment, the relationship
bet ween par ent structure and nal treatnment i nci dence is
under st andabl e, considering the added responsibilities and
stresses of single-parenting together with the Iikelihood that
surroundi ng social and practical support may be inadequate.

Fam |y Size. The incidence of maltreatnent was rel ated
to the nunber of dependent children in the famly, especially in
t he categories of physical and educational neglect. For
educational neglect, and for physical neglect according to the
Harm Standard, the pattern was nonlinear: the incidence rates
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were highest for children in the largest famlies (those wth
four or nore children), intermediate for "only" children, and
lowest for <children in famlies with two to three children

Children in the largest famlies were alnost three tines nore
likely to be educationally neglected, and nearly two and two-
fifths tinmes nore likely to be physically neglected under the
Har m St andard, conpared to children in famlies with two or three
children. Under the Endangernment Standard, the pattern was one
of increasing incidence of physical neglect with greater nunbers
of children. Children in the largest famlies were physically
neglected at nearly three tines the rate of those who came from
"only" child famlies.

Addi tional children in a household nean additional tasks
and responsibilities, so it is understandabl e why incidence rates
of child abuse and neglect may be hi gher when there are nore
chi | dren. Accounting for why "only" children have higher rates
of educational neglect and of physical neglect under the Harm
Standard than <children in famlies with two or three children
requires a different explanation. One possibility is that there
may be too many expectations focused on "only" children, whereas
expectations (and disappointnents) are diffused over nmnultiple
children in the larger famlies. Another possibility 1is that
many "only" child households represent the early stages in their
famlies' devel opnent, since a nunber of these famlies wll have
additional children, in tine. Thus, many "only" children are in
famlies wth relatively young and inexperienced parents and
car et akers.

County Metropolitan Status. The incidence of children
who had been noderately harnmed by nmaltreatnment was significantly
| ower anong children in |arge urban counties than anong children

who Ilived in other wurban counties. This was interpreted as
reflecting a general undercoverage of noderately i njured
maltreated children in the |arge urban counti es. It was not

clear whether this was because the noderately injured children
are less likely to be encountered by community professionals in
the |l arge urban centers, because community professionals in these
| ocales are less likely to identify these children as maltreated,
or because the NIS information sources in these counties are |ess
likely to submt data about these maltreated chil dren.

Fam |y |ncone. Despite the fact that only a rather
gross index of famly inconme was available, and despite a
substanti al percentage of cases with mssing data on this factor,
famly inconme was significantly related to incidence rates in
nearly every category of naltreatnent. Conmpared to children
whose fam |ies earned $30,000 per year or nore, those in famlies
wi th annual inconmes bel ow $15, 000 per year were

- nore than 22 times nore likely to experience sone form of
9



mal treatment under the Harm Standard and over 25 tines
nore likely to suffer maltreatnment of sone type using the
Endanger ment St andar d;

alnost 14 tines nore likely to be harnmed by sonme variety
of abuse and nearly 15 tinmes nore likely to be abused
usi ng the Endangernent Standard criteria;

nore than 44 times nore likely to be neglected, by either
definitional standard,

alnost 16 tinmes nore likely to be a victimof physical
abuse wunder the Harm Standard and nearly 12 tinmes nore
likely to be a victim of physical abuse wusing the
Endanger nent St andar d;

alnost 18 tines nore likely to be sexually abused by
either definitional standard;

thirteen tines nore likely to be enotionally abused under
the Harm Standard criteria and nore than 18 tinmes nore
likely to be enotionally abused in a manner that fit
Endanger nent Standard requirenents;

forty times nore |likely to experience physical neglect
under the Harm Standard and over 48 tinmes nore likely to
be a victim of physical neglect using the Endanger nment
St andar d;

over 29 tinmes nore likely to be enotionally neglected
under the Harm Standard definitions and over 27 tines
more likely to be enotionally neglected by Endanger nent

Standard criteri a;

nearly 56 times nore likely to be educationally
negl ected, by either definitional standard;

sixty times nore likely to die frommaltreatnent of some
type under the Harm Standard and over 22 tinmes nore
likely to di e from abuse or neglect wusing the
Endanger ment St andar d;

over 22 tinmes nore |likely to be seriously injured by
mal treat mrent under the Harm Standard and al nbst 22 tinmes
nore likely to be seriously injured by nmaltreatnent that

fit the Endangernment Standard requirenents;

about 18 times nore likely to be noderately injured by
abuse or neglect wunder the Harm Standard and nearly 20
times nore likely to have a noderate injury from
mal treat mrent as defined by the Endangernment Standard;
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- fifty-seven tines nore likely to be classified as having
an inferred injury under the Harm Standard and 39 tines
nore likely to neet the criteria for inferred injury as
defined by the Endangernent Standard; and

- over 31 tinmes nore likely to be considered endangered,
al though not vyet injured, by sone type of abusive or
negl ectful treatnent.

The N S-3 findings on the correlation between famly
income and child maltreatnment are entirely consistent wth the
earlier findings of the N S-2. Mor eover, they cannot be
pl ausi bly explained on the basis of the higher visibility of
| ower-incone famlies to community professionals.

On the one hand, the NIS sentinels observe substanti al
nunbers of children and famlies at the m ddl e- and upper-incone
| evels. The large majority of nmaltreated children were recognized
by professionals likely to encounter children and famlies at al
incone |levels, such as sentinels in hospitals, schools, day-care
centers, mental health agencies, voluntary social service
agencies; by professionals not represented by NS sentinel
categories; and by the general public. Sentinels in schools
al one recognized the mjority of the maltreated children
Al t hough t he NIS design includes only public school s,
approximately 89 percent of the U S. population of school-age
children attend public schools, so children attending the public
schools represent a broad spectrumof famly incone |evels.
Moreover, the private schools not reflected in the NS include
religiously affiliated schools, which have sliding scales for
poorer children, so children who attend private schools are not
necessarily from better economc circunstances than children
enrolled in public schools.

On the other hand, if the incone finding is interpreted
as an artifact of selective observation of |owincone famli es,
then it would nmean that there have to be enough undetected abused
and neglected children in the mddle- and upper-incone brackets
used here to equalize the incidence rates across different incomne

cat egori es. That woul d require an astoundi ng nunber of still-
undetected children in the nation who experience countable
mal t r eat ment . Specifically, it would mean that an additional

2,138,700 <children suffered maltreatnment according to the Harm
Standard yet remained hidden to the NIS. Simlarly, it would
nean there were an additional 4,500,700 children in 1993 who
experienced nal treatment under the Endangernent Standard but who
escaped observation by conmunity professionals. To add sone
perspective as to what this would entail, consider that al nost
seven percent of the total US. child population would be
mal treated in countable ways yet entirely escape the attention of
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t he spectrum of community professionals who serve as NS
sentinels, and all of these additional children would have to be
in famlies with incomes of $15,000 per year or nore.

Considering the inmplications of the alternative, it
appears nor e plausible to assume that the incone-related
di fferences in incidence found in the NS reflect r eal

differences in the extent to which children in different incone
| evel s are being abused or neglected. Note that there are a
nunber of problens associated with poverty that nmay contribute to
child maltreatnent: nore transient residence, poorer education,
and higher rates of substance abuse and enotional disorders.
Moreover, famlies at the |lower socioeconomc |levels have |ess
adequat e soci al support systens to assist parents in their child
care responsibilities.

6. Distribution of Child Abuse and Negl ect by Perpetrator
Characteristics

Children who had been maltreated as defined by the Harm
St andard were categorized according to their relationship to the
nost cl osely related perpetrator and according to this
perpetrator's sex, age, and enpl oynent st at us; t hese
categorizations were examned in relation to the type of
maltreatment and the severity of the child's injury or harm
Perpetrators' relationships to the children also were exam ned in
relation to the children's race. The findings represent only a
prelimnary exploration of perpetrator characteristics in the
NI S 3 data, since they lack significance tests concerning
potential relationships and substantial percentages of t he
children were mssing information concerning certain of the
perpetrator characteristics.

Perpetrator's Relationship to the Child. The mgjority
of all children countable under the Harm Standard (78% were
maltreated by their birth parents, and this held true both for
children who were abused (62% were naltreated by birth parents)
and for those who were neglected (91% experienced neglect by
birth parents).

Birth parents were the nost closely related perpetrators
for 72 percent of the physically abused children and for 81
percent of the enotionally abused children. The pattern was
distinctly different for sexual abuse. Nearly one-half of the
sexual |y abused children were sexually abused by sonmeone ot her
than a parent or parent-substitute, while just over one-fourth
were sexually abused by a birth parent, and one-fourth were
sexually abused by other than a birth parent or par ent -
substitute. |In addition, a sexually abused child was nost |ikely
to sustain a serious injury or inpairment when a birth parent was
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t he perpetrator.

Perpetrator's Sex. Children were sonmewhat nore |ikely
to be mltreated by female perpetrators than by nales: 65
percent of the nmaltreated children had been naltreated by a
femal e, whereas 54 percent had been maltreated by a nmale. o

children who were maltreated by their birth parents, the majority
(75% were maltreated by their nothers and a sizable mnority
(4699 were nmaltreated by their fathers (some children were
maltreated by both parents). |In contrast, children who were
maltreated by other parents or parent-substitutes, or by other
persons, were nore likely to have been naltreated by a male than
by a female (80 to 85% were naltreated by males; 14 to 41% by
femal es).

Abused children presented a different pattern in
connection wth the sex of their perpetrators than did the
negl ected children. Children were nore often neglected by fenale
perpetrators (87% by femal es versus 43% by males). This finding
is congruent wth the fact that nothers and not her-substitutes
tend to be the primary caretakers and are the primary persons
hel d accountable for any om ssions and/or failings in caretaking.
In contrast, children were nore often abused by males (67% were
abused by nmales versus 40% by females). The preval ence of nale
perpetrators was strongest in the category of sexual abuse, where
89 percent of the children were abused by a nmale conpared to only
12 percent by a fenale.

Among all abused children, those abused by their birth
parents were about equally likely to have been abused by nothers
as by fathers (50% and 58% respectively), but those abused by
ot her parents, parent-substitutes, or ot her, nonpar ent al
perpetrators were much nore likely to be abused by males (80 to
90% by males versus 14 to 15% by fermales). This general pattern
held for enotional abuse, but was slightly different in the area
of physical abuse. Children who had been physically abused by
their birth parents were nore likely to have suffered at the
hands of their nothers than their fathers (60% versus 48%, while
t hose who had been physically abused by other parents or parent-
substitutes were nmuch nore likely to have been abused by their
fathers or father-substitutes (90% by their fathers versus 19% by
their nothers). For sexual abuse, the child' s relationship to
the perpetrator nade very little difference, since nales clearly
predom nated as perpetrators, whatever their relationship to the
chil d. Mor eover, the severity of the injury or inpairnent that
the child experienced as a result of maltreatnent did not appear
to bear any relationship to the sex of the perpetrator.

Perpetrator's Age. The perpetrator's age was entirely
unknown for one-third of the children who were countable under
the Harm Standard. G ven the preval ence of children maltreated
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by perpetrators of unknown age, the findings here are tentative,
since they could easily be eradicated if all perpetrators' ages
wer e known.

Among all nmaltreated children, only a small percentage
(13%9 had been naltreated by a perpetrator in the youngest age
bracket (under 26 years of age). However, younger perpetrators
were slightly nore predom nant anong children who had been
sexual ly abused (where 22% had been sexually abused by a
perpetrator under 26 years of age) and anong children who had
been maltreated in any way by sonmeone who was not their parent or
parent-substitute (anmong whom 40% had been maltreated by a
perpetrator in the youngest age bracket).

A child' s severity of injury or harmfrom naltreatnent
appeared not to be associated with the age of the perpetrator.

Perpetrator's Enpl oynent St at us. Perpetrator's
enpl oynent status was unknown for nore than one-third of the
maltreated children, Iimting the value of the findings on this

issue. Nearly one-half of all maltreated children were abused by
a perpetrator who was enployed, and this held true for both abuse
and neglect. O the children who sustained serious injury, the
majority were nmaltreated by an enployed perpetrator. In no
cat egory were the mpjority of children nmaltreated by a
perpetrator who was unenpl oyed.

Child' s Race and Relationship to the Perpetrator
Because the perpetrator's race was not known for children
submtted to the study solely through non-CPS sources, the
child s race was exam ned in connection with the relationship to
t he perpetrator and wth the nature and severity of the
mal t r eat nent .

For overall abuse, <child' s race reflected no notable
connection to the relationship with the perpetrator. However,
anong sexually abused children, white children constituted a
greater proportion of children who were sexual ly abused by their
birth parents than of those sexually abused by other parents and
parent-substitutes, and by others. Among physically abused
children, white children were nore preval ent anong those who were
physically abused by other parents and parent-substitutes than
anong those who were physically abused by their birth parents or
anong those physically abused by other types of perpetrators.
Al t hough non-white children were the mnority of victins in al
categories, they were nore prevalent anong children who were
physically or sexually abused by perpetrators other than parents
or parent-substitutes.

VWite children are a larger mgjority of those who
suffered serious injury, wher eas non- whi t e children's
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representation was strongest anong those who experienced noderate
injury and anmong those for whominjury could be inferred based on
the severity of their maltreatnent.

7. Sources of Recognition for Maltreated Children

School staff predom nated as a source of recognition for
mal treated children. School sentinels recognized 59 percent of
the children who suffered maltreatnent as defined by the Harm
Standard and 54 percent of the Endangernent Standard total.
O her inportant sources of abused and neglected children were
hospitals, police departnments, social service agencies, and the
general public. For naltreatnent defined under the Endanger nent
Standard, day-care centers also joined in the group of agency
categories that encountered nore than 100,000 abused and
negl ected chil dren.

Since the NIS-2, hospitals nore than tripled the rate at
whi ch they recognized nmaltreated children; nment al heal t h
agencies nearly quadrupled their rate of recognition of children
who nmet the Harm Standard and increased their recognition
fivefold of children who net the Endangernent Standard; school s
nmore than doubled their rate of recognition of children who net
the Endangernent Standard, which included a 70-percent increase
in their recognition rate for the Harm Standard sector.
Endangernent Standard recognition nore than doubled in |aw
enforcenent agencies. Interestingly, there were no changes in
the contributions of sources that are tapped in the NS only
through their reports to CPS (e.qg., private physicians and the
general public). This last finding probably reflects t he
relatively stable level of CPS involvenent with the abused and
negl ected children countable in the NIS over the tine period, as
not ed bel ow.

8. Oficial Reporting of Maltreated Children and Their
| nvestigation by Child Protective Services (CPS)

The NS nethodology provides information that speaks
only to the end result of several processes, indicating whether
or not a given maltreated child was or was not anong the children
whose naltreatnment was investigated by CPS. Children who do not
receive CPS investigation of their maltreatnent represent an
enigma to the study, as it cannot be determ ned whether this was
because they were not reported to CPS or because CPS screened
their reports out w thout an investigation.

Despite that Ilimtation, the NIS-3 findings concerning
t he per cent ages of abused and neglected chil dren whose
mal treatment received CPS investigation are cause for serious
concern. Only a mnority of the children who were abused or
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negl ect ed, by either definitional standard, recei ved CPS
attention for their nmaltreatnent. CPS investigated t he
mal treatnment of only 28 percent of children who were countable
under the Harm Standard and of only 33 percent of those whose
maltreatnment fit the Endangernent Standard. Mor eover , t he
percentages of those who received CPS investigation represented
less than one-half of the nmaltreated children in all categories
of mal treatment except fatalities, and across nearly al
recognition sources. Especially remarkable was the finding that
CPS investigation extended to only slightly nore than one-fourth
of the children who were seriously harnmed or injured by abuse or
negl ect .

Another inportant finding was that the percentages of
mal treated children who receive CPS investigation have decreased
significantly since the NS 2. The percentage of children
receiving investigation anong those who nmet the Harm Standard
dropped from 44 percent to 28 percent, while the percentage of
CPS investigation of children who net the Endangernent Standard
fell from 51 percent to 33 percent. Although the decline was
significant only anong children recognized in |aw enforcenent
agencies and hospitals, it neverthel ess cut across every type of
recognition source. The decline in rates of CPS 1investigation
affected abuse wunder the Harm Standard, all categories of
mal t reat ment under the Endangernent Standard, and all |evels of
out cones except fatalities.

At the sane tinme, the actual nunbers of countable
children investigated by CPS remai ned stable (when considering
Harm Standard totals) or even slightly increased (considering the
Endangernent Standard totals). Thus, as the total nunber of
maltreated children has risen, it neans that a | arger percentage
of them have not had access to CPS investigation of their
mal t r eat nent . This picture suggests that the CPS system has
reached its capacity to respond to the nmmltreated child
popul ati on.

9. | mpl i cations

Are the observed increases in the incidence of child
abuse and negl ect, especially the quadrupling of the nunbers of
chil dren who were seriously injured or endanger ed by
mal treatment, real increases in the scope of the problem or do
they instead reflect inproved recognition on the part of
sentinels and other reporters to CPS? The fact that the
increases occurred where they did _anong children who were
seriously injured and anong children who were endanger ed_suggests
t hat both of these dynamics contributed to the observed
i ncreases, each dynamc affecting a different sector of the
abused and negl ect ed popul ati on.
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More Children Are Now Bei ng Abused and Negl ected Than in
1986, and Their Injuries Are More Serious. The rise in the
nunber of seriously injured children probably reflects a real
increase in child abuse and negl ect, because it cannot plausibly
be explained on the basis of heightened sensitivity. It is
unreasonable to suppose that quadruple the nunber of seriously
injured victinms of abuse and negl ect existed at the tinme of the
NI S-2 and sonehow escaped notice by community professionals. The
fact that the seriously injured group has quadrupled during the 7
years since the N S-2, and now conprises nore than one-half
mllion children, appears to herald a true rise in the scope and
severity of child abuse and neglect in the United States.

Al though the NS does not address the causes of abuse

and negl ect, it was striking how often illicit drug use was
noted in the narrative descriptions on the NIS data forns. The
increase in illicit drug use since the fall of 1986 when the

Nl S-2 data were collected may have contributed to the rise in
i ncidence observed in the NIS-3. Economics 1is another factor
that my have enlarged the problem Famly 1incone is the
strongest correlate of incidence in nearly all categories of
abuse and neglect, with the | owest incone famlies evidencing the
hi ghest rates of maltreatnent. |Increases in incidence since 1986
may partially derive from decreased econom ¢ resources anong the
poorer famlies and the increase in the nunber of children living
in poverty.

Community Professionals Are Better at Recogni zing Abused
and Negl ected Children, Especially Those Endangered but Not Yet
Harmed by Maltreatnent. The rise in the nunber of endangered
children probably stens frominproved recognition of nore subtle
cues_those that indicate abusive and neglectful behaviors that
have not vyet resulted in harmor injury. It is quite plausible
to suppose that sone (even sizable) portion of the endangered
children escaped attention in the NIS-2, but that by the time of
the N S-3, community professionals had |earned to pay better
attention to information that mght indicate endangeri ng
mal t r eat ment . Note that this explanation also conpletes an
account of consistent progression in recognition across the three
nati onal incidence studies. The NI S-2 denobnstrated an increase
in the nunber of noderately injured children. In interpreting
that finding, it was considered likely to have derived from
i nproved attentiveness to noderate-injury indicators of abuse and
neglect. The NIS-3 found no statistical change in the nunbers of
noderately injured children, which suggests that professionals
had reached cl ose-to-naxi mumrecognition rates for this category
of children at the time of the NIS-2. The fourfold increase in
the nunber of endangered children in the NNS-3 inplies that the
subsequent further inprovenents in recognition have now shifted
t oward even subtler cues: those associated wth not-yet-
i njurious abusive actions and negl ectful on ssions.
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Better Targeting |s Needed To Ensure CPS |Investigation
for the Children Who Most Need It. The nunmber of N S-countable
children who are investigated by CPS has remained fairly stable,
or risen slightly, since the last national incidence study in
1986. As a result, CPS investigation has not kept up with the
dramatic rise in the incidence of these children, so the
percentages who receive CPS investigation of their maltreatnent
have fallen significantly. The low rates of CPS investigation of
the maltreated children, especially of those already seriously
injured by maltreatnent, warrant inmediate attention.

These findings enphasize the need for better targeting,
whether by reporters in referring children to CPS, by CPS
screening practices in connection with reports, or by both. One
possibility IS that, although reporters now denonstrate
consi derable perceptiveness in identifying maltreated children,
they have not reliably translated this into reports to CPS, or
are unclear as to howto do so. Another possibility is that CPS,
whi ch has increasingly turned to screening cases in order to keep
its workload manageably within the range of its resources, has
not been using effective screening criteria or has been unclear
or inconsistent about the criteria to be applied. Note that
these are not independent dynam cs, because the response of CPS
to a report provides feedback that has consequences for future
reporting behaviors. Information bearing on these issues is
provided by reports on two of the NI S-3 special substudi es: t he
Sentinel Questionnaire Followup Study, which asked school
sentinels about their decisions to report cases to CPS, and the
CPS Screening Policy and Recordkeepi ng Study, which exam ned the
screeni ng policies and practices of CPS agencies t hat
participated in the N S-3.

The mai n NlS-3 data can offer sone guidance in
targeting. Negl ect warrants nore attention. It affects the
greatest nunber of maltreated children, and their injuries are
often serious. Children fromthe poorest fanmilies are at the
greatest risk of maltreatnment, so these children may warrant
increased CPS attention as well. Children in single-parent
famlies al so experienced higher rates of maltreatnent. A nunber
of characteristics explored here are not wunrelated to each
other for instance, single-parent famlies often have | ower
i ncomes. Further analyses of the NIS-3 data can address the
i ndependent contributions of different characteristics to better
clarify risk factors that can guide CPS screening activities.
Narratives on the NIS data forns can al so be nore systematically
expl or ed. The narratives often included spontaneous coments
about illegal drug use, indicated whether the perpetrator had a
history (sonmetines a crimnal record) of sexually or physically
abusi ng/ assaul ting other children or adults, or noted that the
incident described was not the first tinme the child had been
abused or negl ect ed.
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As part of inproving CPS targeting of the nore serious
cases, efforts should also focus on achieving better consensus
about what types of cases should not receive CPS investigation.
Very few of the educationally neglected children currently have
their maltreatnment investigated by CPS, and those who do may have
been maltreated in nultiple ways, with the CPS investigation
focusi ng on abuse or other types of neglect. The current role of
CPS in relation to educational neglect mght be the centerpiece
of an energing consensus on what specific forns of abuse or
negl ect should not receive CPS investigation.

Forging Wbrking Rel ati onshi ps Between CPS Agencies and
School s. The NlS has consistently denonstrat ed t hat
professionals in schools play a central and critical role in
identifying children who are abused and neglected. As policies
are devel oped to address the burgeoning problemof child abuse
and neglect, they should capitalize on the unique role of school
professionals as front-1ine observers.
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