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MINNESOTA OFFICE OF THE LEGISLATIVE AUDITOR

Child Protective Services
SUMMARY

Minnesota’s child protective services system makes important
decisions about whether (and how) government should intervene in
families’ lives to protect maltreated children.  For example, child

protection agencies decide which allegations of child maltreatment to
investigate, whether maltreatment occurred, and whether protective services
should be offered.  They also decide whether to initiate court actions that may
lead to out-of-home placement or termination of parental rights.  These are
difficult decisions, and they are often made with minimal public scrutiny
because the records of child protection agencies are private.

In May 1997, the Legislative Audit Commission asked us to examine child
protective services in Minnesota.  In our research, we asked:

• How much variation is there among counties in the incidence of
child maltreatment investigations, determinations, and services?
To what extent do county policies and practices explain these
variations?

• Do people who work closely with Minnesota’s child protection
system believe that it works effectively?

• To what extent does maltreatment occur repeatedly within the
same families?  Are there additional steps that child protection
agencies could take to reduce the incidence of repeated
maltreatment?

• How large are the caseloads of child protection workers?  What
types of education and experience do these workers have, and how
much staff turnover is there?

• How could the child protection system be made more accountable
to the public?

An effective child protection system relies on the efforts of many people and
agencies, including “mandated reporters” of child maltreatment, county child
protection agencies, county attorneys, the courts, law enforcement agencies,
and providers of services to families.  In addition, relatives, neighbors, and the 
community at large bear a responsibility for reporting instances of suspected



maltreatment and providing support to families in trouble.  In response to
legislative concerns, our study focused primarily on the role of county
agencies in screening, investigating, and responding to reports of child
maltreatment.

In 1996, Minnesota child protection agencies conducted 16,684 investigations
and determined that maltreatment occurred in 6,725 cases (40 percent).  The
total number of investigations and maltreatment determinations in Minnesota
has declined since 1993.  Figure 1 shows trends in various types of
maltreatment.  Child neglect is the most common type of maltreatment,
accounting for 54 percent of maltreatment determinations in 1996.

We wanted to examine trends in maltreatment-related deaths, but we found
that statewide child mortality data in the Department of Human Services’
(DHS) maltreatment information system are unreliable.  For example, the
DHS information system indicated that 49 maltreatment-related child deaths
occurred during 1994-96, but we found that half of these cases were
erroneously reported as child deaths.1
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Figure 1:  Cases of Determined Maltreatment,
by Type, 1982-96

SOURCE:  Department of Human Services.

Child neglect is
the most
common type of 
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1  Through re views of county rec ords, we veri fied that 24 deaths ac tu ally oc curred in the 49
cases that DHS’ sys tem said in volved a child death.  Just as coun ties er ro ne ously re ported to
DHS that some child in ju ries were child deaths, there might also have been in stances in which ac -
tual child deaths were er ro ne ously re ported to DHS as other types of in ju ries.  If so, there would
have been more than 24 maltreatment- related deaths dur ing 1994- 96.  Un for tu nately, docu ment -
ing whether any child deaths were in cor rectly re ported to DHS as child in ju ries would re quire a
more ex ten sive veri fi ca tion of the county- submitted data than we were able to con duct.



VARIATIONS IN COUNTY PRACTICES

State agencies administer child protective services in most states, but in
Minnesota these services are primarily administered by 84 county human
services agencies.2  In fact, Minnesota is one of only 10 states with a county-
administered child protection system.  Furthermore, local property tax
revenues pay for the majority of Minnesota’s $300 million in annual child
welfare expenditures, while they pay for a much smaller percentage of child
welfare costs nationwide.  Minnesota laws and rules provide a framework for
county services, but state definitions of maltreatment are broadly-stated and
leave considerable room for county discretion.

Based on a survey of county human services directors, we estimated that
Minnesota counties received about 50,000 allegations of child maltreatment in 
1996.  Figure 2 shows that counties investigated about one-third of these
allegations statewide and “screened out” the remainder.  According to our
survey, the percentage of allegations investigated ranged from 20 percent or
less in five county agencies to more than 90 percent in nine agencies.

Some counties have developed written screening criteria to help articulate
local interpretations of state maltreatment laws, improve consistency in
decision making, and inform the public and professionals about what types of
cases will be investigated.  But we found that:
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a Termination of parental rights.

SOURCE: Program Evaluation Division analysis of DHS and Minnesota Supreme Court data; September 1997
survey of county human services directors.
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for child
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2  There are 87 coun ties in Min ne sota, but one agency ad min is ters serv ices in Lin coln, Lyon,
and Mur ray coun ties, and one agency ad min is ters serv ices in Fari bault and Mar tin coun ties.



• Fifty-two county child protection agencies (62 percent) have no
written screening criteria that supplement the broad maltreatment
definitions in state law.

Counties that used screening criteria reported to us that they investigated 28
percent of the allegations they received in 1996, while counties without
criteria investigated 51 percent of the allegations.

During 1994-96, there were 14 reports of maltreatment investigated annually
in Minnesota per 1,000 children under age 18.  The rates of individual
counties varied from 3 investigations per 1,000 children in Itasca County to 29 
per 1,000 in neighboring Hubbard County.  Variation in rates of investigation
may partly reflect underlying differences in the incidence of maltreatment, but
it was apparent from our interviews with county staff that variation also
reflects differences in county philosophies and criteria about the types of
reports that warrant investigations.

State rules require counties to begin all investigations within three days of
receiving a report of maltreatment, and investigations must start sooner when
children are alleged to be (1) in imminent danger or (2) victims of infant
medical neglect.  Information submitted by counties to DHS indicated that the
state’s most populous county (Hennepin) started only 44 percent of its 1994-
96 investigations within three days, while the remaining counties started 91
percent of their investigations within three days.

At the conclusion of an investigation, the law requires county agencies to
determine whether maltreatment occurred.  Table 1 shows that counties varied
considerably in their number of determined maltreatment victims per 1,000
children in the population.  This partly reflects the fact that:

• County child protection agencies differ somewhat in their
definitions of what constitutes maltreatment.

For example, some county agencies require evidence of an injury—such as a
bruise—before determining that maltreatment has occurred, while other
agencies do not.  Some county agencies think it is acceptable for children ages 
seven or older to be left unsupervised, while others do not.  Some counties
rarely if ever determine that caregivers have caused “mental injuries,”  while
other counties frequently—and sometimes without psychiatric or
psychological diagnoses—justify maltreatment determinations on the basis of
mental injury.

Following an investigation, county agencies are also required by law to
determine whether the investigated family needs protective services.  Families
determined to need protective services must be monitored regularly by
counties, and they may be offered services such as counseling, treatment, or
placement of the children away from home.  Statewide, 
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• Counties determined that 21 percent of investigated families needed 
protective services in 1994-96, but this percentage ranged from 7 to
57 percent among counties.

While most county human services directors told us that budget considerations 
did not play a role in their decisions to provide services, 71 percent of district
court judges responding to our survey said that they perceived that budget
considerations have at least “sometimes” affected county recommendations
and actions in the past two years.

Counties may petition the court if they want children placed out-of-home
involuntarily or to require families to comply with recommended services.
The petitions, commonly called “CHIPS” petitions, allege that the children are 
in need of protection or services.  We found that counties varied in the number 
of CHIPS petitions filed in 1994-96.  For example, there were 2.7
maltreatment-related CHIPS petitions filed in the seven-county Twin Cities
metropolitan area per 1,000 children, compared with 4.3 CHIPS petitions per
1,000 children in other counties.3  Some of the variation may reflect the

SUMMARY xiii

Table 1:  Annual Determinations of Child
Maltreatment Per 1,000 Children by Type of
Maltreatment, 1994-96

State wide Coun ties With Coun ties With
Type of Mal treat ment Rate High est Rates Low est Rates

Physi cal Abuse 2.7 8.5 (Cot ton wood) 0.6 (Itasca)
8.1 (McLeod) 1.2 (Wright)
7.7 (Blue Earth) 1.3 (Wash ing ton)

Sex ual Abuse 0.8 2.1 (Cot ton wood) 0.2 (Swift)
2.1 (Hub bard) 0.3 (Scott)
1.9 (Fari bault) 0.3 (Wright)

Men tal In jury 0.2 3.3 (Cot ton wood) 0.0 (Clay)
3.0 (Blue Earth) 0.0 (Lyon)
2.2 (Polk) 0.0 (Mower)

0.0 (Wa ton wan)

Ne glect 5.3 14.0 (Polk) 1.5 (Sher burne)
12.3 (Swift) 2.0 (Itasca)
10.0 (Fari bault) 2.2 (Wright)

NOTE:  Thirty- nine coun ties with fewer than 100 vic tims in the three-year pe ri od are ex cluded.
Rates are based on 1995 child popu la tion es ti mates pro vided by Min ne sota Plan ning.

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion analy sis of child mal treat ment data that coun ties sub mit ted 
to the De part ment of Hu man Serv ices.

Rates of
maltreatment
determinations
vary
considerably
among counties.

3  Our analy sis in cluded “de pend ency and ne glect” CHIPS pe ti tions.  It did not in clude CHIPS
pe ti tions re lated to ju ve nile status of fenses.



willingness of individual county attorney offices and child protection agencies
to bring maltreatment-related cases before the court.

Counties also vary in the child protection records they keep.  For example,
only 58 percent of county child protection agencies (accounting for 30 percent
of 1996 investigations) keep logs of all of the allegations they receive.  In
addition, counties vary in the length of time they keep records of
investigations that did not result in determinations of maltreatment or services
needed.  Most counties told us that the vast majority of such records from
1996 investigations were still on file in mid-1997, but 10 of the 84 county
child protection agencies told us that at least 75 percent of these 1996 records
were already destroyed.

INCIDENCE OF REPEATED
MALTREATMENT

According to state rules, “the purpose of child protective services is to protect
children from maltreatment.”4  Thus, counties not only determine whether
allegations of prior maltreatment are valid, but they also aim to reduce the
likelihood of future abuse or neglect.

We used data reported by counties to the Minnesota Department of Human
Services (DHS) to determine the incidence of repeated investigations or
maltreatment determinations within the same family.  Unfortunately, it is not
possible to use the DHS information system to determine whether a family
with a maltreatment determination in one Minnesota county subsequently had
a determination in a different county.  This is a serious weakness of this
system, and it means that our analysis likely understates the true incidence of
repeated maltreatment statewide.  In addition, we found that Hennepin County 
has not assigned case numbers to families in the manner prescribed by DHS,
making it impossible to use the state maltreatment information system to track
that county’s rates of repeated maltreatment.

As shown in Table 2, we found that:

• Twenty-nine percent of families who were the subject of
maltreatment investigations in 1993 were the subject of subsequent
investigations in the same county within three years.

• Eighteen percent of families with maltreatment determinations in
1993 had subsequent determinations of maltreatment in the same
county within three years.
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4  Minn. Rules 9560.0210.



The rates of repeated maltreatment (and repeated investigation) were higher
for cases that originally involved child neglect than those that originally
involved physical or sexual abuse.

When counties conduct investigations, they assess families’ risks of
subsequent maltreatment to help determine whether there is a need for
protective services.  All but one county agency use a DHS-recommended risk
assessment instrument to classify families as “high,” “intermediate”, “low,” or
“no” risk.  DHS has not validated its risk assessment instrument by examining
whether rates of subsequent maltreatment correspond to the instrument’s
classifications.  We found that low and no risk families had lower rates of
repeated maltreatment than families with higher risk classifications.  However, 
intermediate risk families had slightly higher rates of repeated maltreatment
than high risk families, even among families determined to need services.  It is 
possible that the types of services provided to high risk families accounted for
their lower rates of repeated maltreatment, but it is also possible that
Minnesota’s risk assessment instrument is not sufficiently predictive.  In
addition, research in other states has indicated that other risk assessment
instruments may be more reliable than the type Minnesota uses.

We reviewed county child protection records in detail for about 200 families in 
eight counties, including many families that were the subject of two or more
maltreatment investigations or determinations.  Our sample of cases was not
statistically representative of cases statewide, but our reviews led us to
conclude that some children might be more effectively protected from
repeated maltreatment.  For example, some chemically dependent parents
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Table 2:  Subsequent Maltreatment Investigations and Determinations
Over One-, Two-, and Three-Year Periods

Per cent of In ves ti gated Fami lies Per cent of Fami lies With De ter mi na tions
With Sub se quent In ves ti ga tions That Had An other Mal treat ment De ter mi na tion

In the Same County Within: In the Same County Within:

Type of Mal treat ment 12 24 36 12 24 36
Origi nally In ves ti gated months months months months months months

Physi cal Abuse 17% 24% 27% 11% 14% 16%

Sex ual Abuse 14 20 23 7 10 15

Men tal In jury 19 23 28 13 14 21

Ne glect 19 29 33 13 19 22

Any Mal treat ment 18 25 29 11 15 18

NOTE:  The “12- month” rate is based on fami lies that were the sub ject of in ves ti ga tions or de ter mi na tions in 1995, the “24- month” rate 
is based on such fami lies in 1994, and the “36- month” rate is based on such fami lies in 1993.  All re sults ex clude Hen ne pin County,
and the 36- month re sults ex clude Blue Earth County.

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion analy sis of child mal treat ment data sub mit ted by coun ties to the De part ment of Hu man Serv -
ices.



repeatedly received “second chances,” sometimes with little ongoing
monitoring of their chemical use and spotty compliance with case plan
requirements.

In general, we think it is possible that children could be more effectively
protected if (1) counties had more predictive risk assessment approaches, 
(2) the behaviors of high-risk families were monitored by child protection
agencies for longer periods, (3) child protection assessments were more
comprehensive, rather than focusing solely on the incidents that initially
prompted the investigations, and (4) counties petitioned the courts more
quickly when families failed to comply with services.  Recent changes in
federal and state law are intended to expedite the process of finding permanent 
homes for children who have been removed from their families, and it is
possible that these changes could reduce the opportunities for repeated
maltreatment that some families have had.

PERCEPTIONS ABOUT THE CHILD
PROTECTION SYSTEM

There are limited statewide data that can be used to evaluate the performance
of Minnesota’s child protection system.  Lacking better measures, it is useful
to consider whether the people who work closely with the system believe that
it is operating effectively.  We surveyed several groups of professionals
required by law to report instances of suspected maltreatment—pediatricians,
school social workers, and heads of local law enforcement agencies.  We also
surveyed district court judges, who hear CHIPS petitions, and county human
services directors, who administer child protective services.

“Mandated reporters” accounted for 62 percent of the reports investigated by
child protection agencies in 1994-96.  Consequently, it is especially important
for child protection agencies to communicate effectively with these reporters
and to have their confidence.  We found that:

• Large percentages of pediatricians and school social workers said
they are not adequately informed about their county child
protection agency’s (1) criteria for investigating allegations of
maltreatment, and (2) dispositions of the maltreatment reports they 
made.

For example, 63 percent of pediatricians and 42 percent of school social
workers statewide said that they were “sometimes, rarely, or never” adequately 
informed about county screening criteria for physical abuse.  If the
professionals who work regularly with the child protection system have
limited knowledge about the criteria used by counties, we think it is safe to
assume that the general public knows even less.  In addition, state law requires 
counties to inform mandated reporters about the outcome of cases they report,
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but 69 percent of pediatricians and 54 percent of school social workers said
they were “sometimes, rarely, or never” informed about case dispositions.  

Our surveys also indicated that:

• Mandated reporters have concerns about the effectiveness of child
protection interventions.

About 45 percent of school social workers and 18 percent of pediatricians
statewide said they have considered not reporting an instance of suspected
maltreatment during the past two years because they thought the child
protection agency would not respond appropriately.  Failure to report
suspected maltreatment is a misdemeanor under Minnesota law, so the qualms
indicated by reporters reflect serious concerns.

While our surveys revealed concerns about the effectiveness of child
protection interventions in various types of cases, respondents expressed
particular concerns about cases involving child neglect.  For instance, 54
percent of school social workers and 38 percent of pediatricians said that child 
protection agencies have “sometimes, rarely, or never” conducted thorough
investigations of child neglect.  Likewise, 41 percent of county human
services directors said that law enforcement agencies “sometimes, rarely or
never” give sufficient attention to investigations of child neglect.  Also, 55
percent of school social workers and 45 percent of pediatricians said that child 
protection agencies have “sometimes, rarely, or never” taken appropriate steps
to protect victims of child neglect from further harm.

Many mandated reporters also expressed concerns about inconsistent child
protection decisions.  Only 38 percent of school social workers and 26 percent
of pediatricians said that child protection staff “always” or “usually” use
consistent criteria to make decisions.

The heads of law enforcement agencies expressed greater satisfaction than
pediatricians and school social workers with child protection agency
investigations and interventions.  For example, 91 percent of the police chiefs
and sheriffs we surveyed said that child protection agencies “always” or
“usually” conducted thorough investigations.  Also, we found that the heads of 
law enforcement agencies and child protection agencies generally believe they 
have established cooperative working relationships with each other.   

For the most part, Minnesota judges told us that they do not believe that child
protection staff have been too intrusive in the lives of families, and they
usually think that staff have pursued reasonable options before recommending
child placements or terminations of parental rights.  But the majority of judges 
told us that child protection staff “sometimes” (or more frequently) give
parents too many “second chances.”  In other words, judges were more likely
to think that child protection agencies have been too timid in their family
interventions than to think they have been too aggressive.
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Nationally and in Minnesota, there has been debate about the goals of the child 
protection system.  While state rules direct child protection agencies to protect 
children from maltreatment, federal and state laws have also directed agencies
to make “reasonable efforts” to prevent out-of-home placements and reunite
placed children with their families.  Our surveys asked people who work
closely with county child protection agencies to characterize what they
perceive to be the goals of those agencies in practice.  As shown in Figure 3,
school social workers and pediatricians were more likely than judges or law
enforcement officials to cite family preservation, rather than protection of
children, as the goal that is more important to child protection staff.  Large
percentages of law enforcement staff and judges said that the goals of family
preservation and protection of children were equally important.

Finally, we asked county human services directors about the adequacy of
services for families they serve.  Their most often cited “unmet need” was for
truancy and educational support services, with 60 percent of directors
indicating that existing services have not met their needs and one-third of
directors identifying it as one of their top three needs.  Of the various types of
maltreatment, directors most often cited child neglect (including educational
neglect and other types of neglect) as the type for which services are the least
adequate.
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STAFFING ISSUES

The job of a child protection employee is a difficult one.  Employees must
make important judgments based on a wide variety of federal, state, and local
laws and policies.  They are also expected to work closely with the courts, law 
enforcement agencies, county attorneys, health professionals, school
professionals, and others.

We collected information from counties in September 1997 to help us analyze
child protection caseloads at that time.  We examined the caseloads of staff
who investigate allegations of child maltreatment, as well as the caseloads of
staff who monitor families that have been determined to need protective
services.  We found that:

• Statewide, there were 16 cases under investigation per full-time-
equivalent (FTE) child protection investigator.  Half of Minnesota
counties had caseloads of 10 or more.

• Statewide, there were 15 cases open for protective services per FTE 
child protection caseworker.  Half of Minnesota counties had
caseloads of 18 or more.

It is possible that Minnesota child protection agencies are understaffed.  A
national child welfare organization has recommended that caseworkers not
have more than 17 open cases and that investigators not have more than 12
cases.5  Many of the mandated reporters we surveyed suggested to us that
child protection agencies need additional staff—to work with families before
serious crises arise and to monitor troubled families for longer periods of time
following maltreatment determinations or family reunifications.  In addition,
we saw evidence that some child protection agencies have not fulfilled
important duties, such as communicating regularly with mandated reporters
and keeping up-to-date records.  

We also examined the education and training of child protection staff.  We
found that about 32 percent of Minnesota’s child protection staff have master’s 
degrees, typically in social work.  Another 67 percent have bachelor’s degrees, 
and a majority of these employees had majored in social work.  More than half 
(55 percent) of county child protection staff in the seven-county Twin Cities
area have master’s degrees, compared with only 12 percent in other counties.
Twin Cities child protection staff also tend to have more experience with their
current agencies, averaging about 10.6 years of experience compared with 6.5
years for child protection employees elsewhere in the state.  Most county
human services directors told us in a survey that they “always” or “usually”
have adequate training opportunities for their staff.
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ACCOUNTABILITY

Partly because counties’ maltreatment-related records are private data, it has
been difficult for the public, policy makers, and professionals who work with
families to know whether the child protection system has been effective.  We
examined various options for improving the system’s accountability.

One option is external review of child protection agencies.  State law requires
DHS to “implement a method of monitoring and evaluating social services,
including site visits that utilize quality control audits to assure county
compliance with applicable standards, guidelines, and the county and state
social services plans.”6  Although DHS reviews county social services plans,
we found that DHS has not systematically monitored county compliance with
state child protection regulations since 1991.  An alternative type of external
review could focus on the appropriateness of child protection decisions, rather
than compliance with regulations.  The only such state-level case review has
occurred through Minnesota’s child mortality review panel, which was created 
in 1989 but was inactive between 1995 and late 1997.  External review of a
county’s child protection agency could be done by (1) staff from DHS or the
child protection agency of a similar county, (2) citizen review boards, such as
those required (but not yet implemented in Minnesota) in states by a 1996
federal law,7 or (3) a special office created by the Legislature for this
purpose—such as an ombudsman, case monitor, or inspector general.  If such
reviews are done, we think they should be conducted by people with a
sufficient understanding of relevant laws, rules, and social work practices.

Another option for improving accountability is county agency self-monitoring
and reporting.  Since 1981, state law has required counties to prepare annual
reports on “the effectiveness of the community social services programs in the
county.”8  Counties have prepared information on the number and type of
social service recipients, but most have not regularly evaluated program
effectiveness.  Some counties have developed useful performance measures of
child welfare services for their biennial social services plans, but most
counties’ plans contain few measures and limited information on prior
performance.

The 1997 Legislature considered but did not pass legislation to open CHIPS
hearings to the public—another option for making the child protection system
more accountable.  Our study did not address the issue of open CHIPS
hearings, but we did ask human services directors whether certain child
protection agency records should be made public.  Fifty-seven percent said
they favor or might favor making records public in cases involving child
deaths, and 39 percent said they favor or might favor opening records of cases
involving serious injuries.  Federal law requires states receiving federal grants
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un der this act is re quired to es tab lish at least three citi zen re view pan els.

8  Minn. Stat. §256E.10, subd. 1.



to have methods of keeping child protection records confidential, but records
may be released to persons “statutorily authorized by the State to receive such
information pursuant to a legitimate State purpose” and states must publicly
disclose “findings or information about” cases of maltreatment that result in
child fatalities or near fatalities.9

There may be other ways to make child protection agencies more accountable, 
such as improved staff supervision or stronger oversight by county boards.
For example, only about one-third of county human services directors said that 
their child protection supervisors “always or almost always” review case
evidence before maltreatment determinations are made.  In addition, county
policies for screening child protection cases have usually not been a subject of
public discussion.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Child protection agencies throughout the nation make critically important
decisions in the lives of families.  In Minnesota, however, they do so with
limited guidance in state laws and rules, considerable reliance on local
property taxes, and little oversight by state government or others.  The result is 
a system of widely varying practices and standards, sometimes operating
without the full confidence of the public or the professionals who make many
reports of maltreatment.

County variation can reflect differences in community norms and differences
in local willingness or ability to pay for services.  But variation sometimes
reflects different interpretations of state laws and rules.  In our view, these
laws and rules provide insufficient direction to counties, and the definitions of
maltreatment should be a topic of greater public discussion.  We recommend:

• The Legislature should require DHS to adopt rules that define
various types of maltreatment in more detail than current law.  The 
Legislature should authorize individual counties to implement
more detailed definitions or criteria that indicate which allegations
to investigate, provided these policies are consistent with state rules 
and approved by the county board.

Alternatively, the Legislature could require each county board to adopt its own 
maltreatment definitions to reflect local standards, without requiring
definitions in state rules.  But our survey of county human services directors
indicated that 61 percent favored additional guidance in state rules about
circumstances or evidence that justify a determination of maltreatment, and
another 22 percent said they might favor such guidance.  DHS should also
consider developing training materials (and perhaps rules) that help child
protection investigators evaluate the credibility of evidence and make
decisions when evidence is conflicting.
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We think steps should be taken to help mandated maltreatment reporters regain 
confidence in the child protection system.  In general, counties should place a
higher priority on keeping mandated reporters informed about the cases they
initially reported and the counties’ criteria for decisions.  But we also
recommend:

• The Legislature should require each county child protection agency 
to periodically inform mandated reporters who work in the county
about state maltreatment definitions, plus any supplemental
definitions or screening policies adopted by the county board.

We think there may be times when mandated reporters could better serve
children and families if they received information from the child protection
agency in addition to case disposition information.  For instance, school social 
workers might be better able to help children if they knew the status of a
county investigation involving a family, the county’s assessment of a family’s
strengths and problems, or whether a family has been complying with case
plan requirements.  We recommend:

• The Legislature should authorize county child protection agencies
to provide certain mandated reporters with selected case
information (other than case dispositions) that is classified as
private data.

To reduce the incidence of repeated maltreatment in Minnesota, it may be
necessary to improve the way that child protection agencies assess families
that are referred to them.  Research has raised questions about whether the risk 
assessment instrument used by nearly all Minnesota counties is the most valid, 
reliable instrument available.  We recommend that:

• DHS should establish a task force of county and state officials to
consider during 1998 whether to revise Minnesota’s approach to
child protection risk assessment.

We think there is a need for county human services agencies to respond more
effectively to cases involving child neglect.  Several states are experimenting
with alternative ways to respond to maltreatment reports.  For instance, “dual
track” child protection systems are based on the philosophy that some
allegations require “investigations” that focus on whether maltreatment
occurred while others (such as neglect cases) require less adversarial
“assessments” of families’ needs and perhaps an offer of services.  According
to our survey, 85 percent of county human services directors favor or might
favor such a system.  The 1997 Legislature authorized county pilot projects to
explore the feasibility of alternative methods of handling maltreatment
allegations, and we think the Legislature should closely monitor their results.
It is possible that these approaches could provide stronger assistance to
families and perhaps allow counties to redirect some resources from
investigations to services.
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Earlier, we noted that there are probably steps that county agencies and courts
could take to more effectively protect children from repeated
maltreatment—such as longer home monitoring of parents with chemical
problems who have neglected their children.  In our view, these actions do not
necessarily require changes in state law, although they would require
continuing commitment and diligence by counties, the courts, and others.
Improved case monitoring by counties and courts might also require additional 
resources.

Because the courts and counties sometimes terminate their involvement with
families once the goals of case plans have been met, it might be helpful for
state rules and laws to clarify the authority of counties to provide continued
monitoring of certain families.  For example, it may be reasonable to monitor
for extended periods the behavior of caregivers with histories of repeated
chemical abuse or maltreatment—as a way of better ensuring the children’s
safety.  We recommend:

• The Legislature should require the protective services case plans
authorized by Minn. Stat. §260.191, subd. 1e (in CHIPS cases) and
Minn. Rules 9560.0228 (in cases where counties have determined a
need for protective services) to address the need for continued
monitoring of families by child protection agencies once the
families have completed the services required in their case plans.

There is no way to guarantee that counties and courts will always make
decisions that protect the best interests of children, but there are several
options for improving accountability for these decisions.  At a minimum, we
recommend:

• The Department of Human Services should present to the
Legislature by January 1999 a plan for periodic, external reviews
of (1) county compliance with state requirements, and (2) the
appropriateness of decisions made by county child protection
agencies in selected individual cases.

• The Legislature should direct DHS to establish a “performance
measurement task force” of state and county officials to identify by
January 1999 (1) statewide measures of the performance of child
welfare services, and steps needed to collect reliable information on 
these measures, and (2) potentially useful practices that individual
counties could use to monitor and evaluate child welfare services.

• The Legislature should amend state law to require that the
determinations made in all investigated cases be reviewed and
approved by a county child protection supervisor.

• Consistent with federal requirements, the Legislature should
require state and local child mortality review panels to review
“near fatalities” in addition to child deaths.  Also, the Legislature
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should amend the statutory purpose of the panels to include
examining, to the extent possible, whether public agencies took
appropriate actions in individual cases.  The Legislature should
adopt policies (perhaps with input from the state child mortality
review panel) for making public the child protection records in
cases involving death or near death, including policies that indicate
types of information that should not be made public.

In our view, some records of child protection investigations are destroyed too
quickly.  In many investigations, county staff are unable to assemble the
preponderance of evidence required to determine that maltreatment occurred,
yet there remains the possibility that it did.  A record of these investigations
can help county agencies if new evidence on these cases emerges, or if they
investigate the same family for subsequent allegations.  Such records can also
help external reviewers evaluate an agency’s decisions.  We think that records
of cases that did not result in a determination of maltreatment should continue
to be classified as private data, but we recommend that:

• The Legislature should require counties to keep for four years the
records of investigations that did not result in determinations of
maltreatment or services needed.  It should authorize counties to
share these records with other counties conducting investigations of 
the same family members, upon the counties’ request.

In addition, we recommend that:

• DHS should regularly audit the accuracy of maltreatment data
reported by counties.

• Hennepin County should revise its case numbering system so that
DHS and others can track instances of repeated maltreatment
within families.

Finally, we think the Legislature should consider whether state financial
support has been adequate for child protective services.  Some Minnesota
counties have difficulty adequately serving families for which they have
documented abuse or neglect, and many also have difficulty finding resources
to serve troubled families before children are harmed.  Most state governments  
have played a more direct role in providing and paying for these services than
has Minnesota’s.  In light of Minnesota’s unusually high reliance on property
taxes to pay for child welfare services, the Legislature should consider ways
that state government could financially help counties if it concludes that there
is a need to expand child welfare services or reduce child protection caseloads.
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Introduction

Minnesota’s child protective services system makes important
decisions about whether (and how) government should intervene in
families’ lives to protect the interests of children.  For example,

child protection agencies decide which allegations of child maltreatment to
investigate, whether maltreatment occurred, and whether protective services
should be offered.  They also decide whether to initiate court actions that may
lead to out-of-home placement or termination of parental rights.

Despite the importance of these decisions, most are made with limited public
scrutiny.  The records of county child protection agencies are private, so staff
from these agencies cannot publicly discuss details of cases that would
identify the individuals involved.  This can be frustrating for the public and
elected officials, who want assurances that agencies are making appropriate
decisions.  It can also be frustrating for agency administrators, who want to
explain the actions of their staff.

In May 1997, the Legislative Audit Commission asked us to evaluate child
protective services in Minnesota.  In our research, we asked:

• How much variation is there among counties in the incidence of
child maltreatment investigations, determinations, services, and
court cases?  To what extent do differences in county policies and
practices explain these variations?

• To what extent do persons required by state law to report
suspected maltreatment believe that Minnesota’s child protection
system responds appropriately to their concerns?

• To what extent does maltreatment occur repeatedly within the
same families?  Are there additional steps that child protection
agencies could take to reduce the risk of repeated maltreatment?

• How large are the caseloads of child protection workers?  What
types of education and experience do these workers have, and how
much staff turnover is there?

There is limited 
public scrutiny
of child
protection
decisions.



• Is Minnesota’s child protection system sufficiently accountable to
the public?

An effective child protection system relies on the efforts of many people and
agencies, including “mandated reporters” of child maltreatment, county child
protection agencies, county attorneys, the courts, law enforcement agencies,
and providers of support services.  In addition, relatives, neighbors, and the
community at large bear a responsibility for reporting instances of suspected
maltreatment and providing support to families in trouble.

Our study focused considerable attention on the role of county child protection 
agencies, for several reasons.  First, according to state rules, the purpose of
these agencies is “to protect children from maltreatment.”1  Child protection
agencies become involved with families from the earliest allegations of
maltreatment, and they often remain involved if the families receive services
or are brought to court.  Second, at the outset of our study, legislators told us
they were interested in finding out more about the practices of child protection 
agencies.  Third, because a 1997 report by a Supreme Court task force
addressed many issues related to child permanency planning, foster care, and
adoption, we focused our research primarily on issues related to maltreatment
reports, investigations, and services.2

To document the perceptions of people who work closely with the child
protection system, we surveyed five important groups of Minnesota
professionals in the summer of 1997.3  We surveyed all pediatricians, as well
as a systematic sample of school social workers—two groups of professionals
who are required by law to report suspected maltreatment.  We also surveyed
police chiefs and sheriffs of cities and counties with over 10,000 residents
because law enforcement staff work closely with child protection agencies on
case investigations.  In addition, we surveyed those district court judges whose 
cases in the previous two years included at least five petitions involving
children in need of protection or services (also known as “CHIPS” petitions).
We asked all of the surveyed professionals to respond on the basis of their own 
experiences during the previous two years.

In addition, we conducted two surveys of county human services directors—in 
June and September 1997.  We used these surveys to obtain information about
county policies and practices, as well as staff training, experience, and job
duties.  In addition, we asked respondents for their opinions about service
availability and ways to better protect children.

We visited eight counties (Beltrami, Blue Earth, Dakota, Hennepin, Olmsted,
Polk, Ramsey, and St. Louis) and reviewed the child protection files of about
200 families.  The cases we reviewed did not comprise a statistically

2 CHILD PROTECTIVE SERVICES

An effective
child protection 
system relies on 
many people
and agencies.

We conducted
several surveys
and reviewed
county records
of child
protection
cases.

1  Minn. Rules 9560.0210.

2  Fi nal Re port:  Min ne sota Su preme Court Fos ter Care and Adop tion Task Force (St. Paul, Janu -
ary 1997).

3  A sum mary of the sur vey re sponses is avail able upon re quest from the Of fice of the Leg is la tive
Audi tor.



representative sample of cases statewide, but they provided us with a useful
indication of the types of cases handled, the basis for decisions, and the
services provided.4  We also interviewed supervisors and line staff during our
site visits, and we examined employee training records.  We made numerous
other contacts with child protection agency staff by phone, and we also
discussed child protection issues with state officials, advocacy groups,
guardians ad litem, researchers, and others.

To help us evaluate variations in county practices, we used information from
the statewide child maltreatment database maintained by the Minnesota
Department of Human Services (DHS).  Data in this system are supplied to
DHS by counties and are not systematically verified for accuracy.  While
conducting our research, we found errors in some of the data—of particular
importance, see our discussion of child deaths in Chapter 1.5

We hope this report provides a useful overview of child protective services in
Minnesota.  Chapter 1 describes how the system works and outlines recent
trends in the number of maltreatment cases.  Chapter 2 discusses variation in
county practices and maltreatment determinations.  Chapter 3 examines the
rates of repeated maltreatment of children and discusses cases in which
repeated maltreatment occurred.  Chapter 4 documents perceptions of
mandated reporters, judges, law enforcement officials, and county
administrators about the child protection system.  Chapter 5 examines child
protection caseloads, as well as staff training and experience.  Chapter 6
discusses options for improving public accountability of the child protection
system, and Chapter 7 offers recommendations for system improvements.
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4  For each of the coun ties we vis ited, we iden ti fied ran dom sam ples of cases in ves ti gated in 1995
in each of the fol low ing cate go ries:  (1) fami lies with two or more de ter mi na tions of mal treat ment or 
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was de ter mined but the county did not find a need for pro tec tive serv ices; (4) fami lies for which the
county de ter mined that serv ices were needed but did not find that mal treat ment oc curred; (5) fami -
lies in which court- ordered out- of- home place ments were made; and (6) cases in ves ti gated due to
the death of a child.  We re viewed 1995 to 1997 rec ords for these cases, and we usu ally re viewed at
least some rec ords prior to 1995, where ap pli ca ble.  In ad di tion to these cases, we re viewed sev eral
cases that had been the sub ject of re cent pub li c con cern.

5  We ob served that much of the in for ma tion in the case files of coun ties we vis ited was con sis tent
with data in DHS’ mal treat ment da ta base, but we did not sys tem ati cally ver ify data con sis tency for a 
rep re sen ta tive sam ple of cases.



Background
CHAPTER 1

Child physical abuse did not receive widespread attention in the United
States until a 1962 medical journal article discussed patterns of
suspicious injuries in children.1  By 1966, all 50 states had passed laws

requiring certain professionals to report cases of suspected child maltreatment. 
As reporting of maltreatment increased, states developed systems to support
their child protection responsibilities.  We asked:

• What federal laws have affected the development of states’ child
protection systems?

• How does Minnesota’s system of maltreatment reporting,
investigating, and services operate?  What are the roles of county
child protection agencies, and how is the system funded?

• Have investigations and determinations of child maltreatment
increased in recent years?  What is known about the characteristics 
of maltreatment victims and perpetrators?

KEY FEDERAL LAWS

The first major federal legislation addressing child maltreatment was the Child 
Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act of 1974.  A noteworthy feature of the act 
was a definition of maltreatment that included more than physical abuse.
Specifically, it defined child abuse and neglect as “the physical or mental
injury, sexual abuse, negligent treatment, or maltreatment of a child under the
age of 18 by a person who is responsible for the child’s welfare under
circumstances which indicate that the child’s health or welfare is harmed or
threatened thereby.”2  The act required states to develop procedures for
receiving and investigating reports of abuse and neglect and providing
immunity from prosecution for persons who were mandated by state laws to
report maltreatment.  The act also provided federal funding for state projects
related to maltreatment prevention, identification, and services.
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1 C. H. Kempe, F. N. Sil ver man, B. F. Steele, W. Droe gemuel ler, and H. K. Sil ver, “The Bat tered
Child Syn drome,” Jour nal of the Ameri can Medi cal As so cia tion 18, no. 1 (1962): 17- 24.

2  Child Abuse Pre ven tion and Treat ment Act of 1974 (CAPTA), P. L. 93- 247, sec. 3.



In 1980, Congress passed the Adoption Assistance and Child Welfare Act.3
As a condition of receiving expanded federal funding, the act required states to 
implement “permanency planning” for children placed out-of-home.  Such
planning was intended to ensure prompt decisions about whether the children
should return to the homes of their natural parents or be placed permanently
with other families.  In addition, the act required that “reasonable efforts” be
made in each case to (1) prevent or eliminate the need to remove children from 
their home, or (2) enable children to return home.  Thus, the act placed an
emphasis on preserving families, whenever possible.  The 1980 act also
provided financial incentives for states to implement procedural reforms (such
as case planning and periodic case reviews) and develop improved information 
systems.

In 1993, Congress authorized nearly $1 billion over a five-year period for
expanded family preservation and support services in states.  “Family
preservation” programs typically serve families in which children have been
maltreated or have been identified as a danger to themselves or others.
“Family support” programs include a broad array of community services that
have the general goal of preventing child maltreatment.4

In late 1997, Congress passed legislation that significantly modified the policy 
framework that had been established in 1980.5  The act declares that “in
determining reasonable efforts [to preserve families], . . . the child’s health and 
safety shall be the paramount concern.”6  The act cites various circumstances
in which it is not necessary to make “reasonable efforts” to keep families
intact, such as cases in which the parent has caused serious injury to the child
through abandonment or torture or has had parental rights to the child’s sibling 
involuntarily terminated.  When a child has been in foster care for 15 of the
previous 22 months, the act requires states to file petitions to terminate
parental rights unless the state has placed the child with a relative, has not
provided appropriate services to the family, or has determined that such a
petition would not be in the child’s best interest.

One other major federal law affecting child protective services is the Indian
Child Welfare Act (ICWA).  Congress passed this act in 1978 to address the
specific needs of American Indian children involved in placement and custody 
proceedings.  Congress felt that too many American Indian families were
being broken up “by the removal, often unwarranted, of their children . . . by
nontribal public and private agencies.”7  ICWA requires states to involve the
tribe of which a child is a member (or eligible for membership) in court
proceedings.  It also requires social services agencies to meet different and
arguably higher standards of effort and proof in cases recommending
placement of American Indian children than is required in cases involving
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4  U.S. Gen eral Ac count ing Of fice, Child Wel fare:  States’ Pro gress in Im ple ment ing Fam ily Pres -
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6  P. L. 105- 89, sec. 101. 

7  In dian Child Wel fare Act of 1978 (ICWA), P. L. 95- 608, sec. 2 (4).



non-Indian children.  In cases where an American Indian child is removed
from the home, ICWA directs states to place the child in the following order of 
preference:  (1) with a member of the child’s extended family, (2) in a foster
home approved by the child’s tribe, (3) in an Indian foster home licensed by a
non-Indian authority, or (4) in an institution approved by an Indian tribe or
operated by an Indian organization.8  A 1991 federal law was passed to
improve the reporting of child abuse on Indian reservations and to provide
funding to tribes for the treatment of victims of child abuse and the
development of tribal child protection and family violence prevention
programs.9

MINNESOTA’S CHILD PROTECTION
SYSTEM

Minnesota law seeks to “protect children whose health or welfare may be
jeopardized through physical abuse, neglect, or sexual abuse,” and “to assure
that all children live in families that offer a safe, permanent relationship with
nurturing parents or caretakers.”10  In addition, state policy aims toward
“preventing the unnecessary separation of children from their families by
identifying family problems, assisting families in resolving their problems,
and preventing breakup of the family if it is desirable and possible” and
“restoring to their families children who have been removed, by continuing to
provide services to the reunited child and the families.”11  To achieve these
ends, Minnesota has developed a process for receiving and investigating
reports of suspected child abuse and neglect, providing services when
appropriate, and pursuing court involvement when necessary.

Receiving and Investigating Reports
In 1963, the Minnesota Legislature passed a law requiring the reporting of
child maltreatment.  This law required health care professionals to report to
law enforcement “injuries or evidence of injuries appearing to arise from the
beating or similar maltreatment of any minor under the age of 16 years.”12

Since that time, the Legislature has expanded the types of maltreatment
covered by law and increased the number of professions required to report
maltreatment.  Today maltreatment includes physical abuse, sexual abuse, and
neglect, as defined in Figure 1.1.  Professionals identified as mandated
reporters include those in the fields of health care, education, child care, law
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9  In dian Child Pro tec tion and Fam ily Vio lence Pre ven tion Act of 1991, P.L. 101- 630.

10  Minn. Stat. §626.556, subd. 1 and Minn. Stat. §256F.01.

11  Minn. Stat. §256F.01, (1) and (2).

12  Minn. Laws (1963), ch. 489.  Pro fes sion als listed are, “every phy si cian, every sur geon, every
per son author ized to en gage in the prac tice of heal ing, every su per in ten dent or man ager of a hos pi -
tal, every nurse and every phar ma cist.”



enforcement, and social services, and members of the clergy.  A mandated
reporter who “knows or has reason to believe” that maltreatment is occurring
or occurred in the previous three years must report it.  A citizen may
voluntarily make a report if he or she “knows, has reason to believe, or
suspects” that maltreatment is occurring.13

Ac cord ing to data col lected by the Min ne sota De part ment of Hu man Serv ices:

• Mandated reporters have accounted for more investigated
maltreatment reports to local social service agencies than voluntary 
reporters.

Between 1994 and 1996, 62 percent of investigated reports came from 
a mandated reporting source, and 39 percent of reports came from a 
non-mandated source.  Table 1.1 shows a summary of investigated reports by
source.  (The terms “investigation” and “assessment” are often used
interchangeably by counties; this report usually uses the term “investigation.”)

8 CHILD PROTECTIVE SERVICES

Figure 1.1: Definitions of Child Maltreatment

Physical abuse:  “Any physical or mental injury, or threatened injury, inflicted
by a person responsible for the child’s care on a child other than by accidental 
means, or any physical or mental injury that cannot reasonably be explained
by the child’s history of injuries, or any aversive and deprivation procedures
that have not been authorized [in statute].”  Mental injury is “an injury to the
psychological capacity or emotional stability of a child as evidenced by an
observable or substantial impairment in the child’s ability to function within a
normal range of performance and behavior with due regard to the child’s
culture.”

Sexual abuse:  “The subjection of a child by a person responsible for the
child’s care, by a person who has a significant relationship to the child . . ., or
by a person in a position of authority . . .” to sexual penetration, sexual
contact, sexual performances, or prostitution.  “Sexual abuse includes
threatened sexual abuse.”

Neglect:  “Failure by a person responsible for the child’s care to supply a
child with necessary food, clothing, shelter, or medical care when reasonably
able to do so, failure to protect a child from conditions or actions which
imminently and seriously endanger the child’s physical or mental health when
reasonably able to do so, or failure to take steps to ensure that a child is
educated in accordance with state law . . .”  Medical neglect and prenatal
exposure to a controlled substance for a non-medical reason also are
considered neglect.

SOURCE: Minn. Stat.  §626.556, subd. 2 (a), (c), (d), and (k).
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13  Minn. Stat. §626.556, subds. 3 (a) and (b).



Figure 1.2 illustrates the process that occurs following receipt of a report by a
child protection agency.  When a law enforcement or local child protection
agency receives a report of alleged maltreatment, the receiving agency must
notify the other agency of the report, orally and in writing, within 24 hours.
State law requires child protection agencies to immediately conduct an
investigation of any maltreatment report received.  The local social services
agency must coordinate its investigation with law enforcement if law
enforcement is conducting its own investigation.14

State rules require the child protection agency  to “screen” reports to
determine whether a child protection investigation should be done.  The
agency is required to investigate a report if the alleged incidents in the report
constitute maltreatment, the report contains enough identifying information to
proceed with an investigation, and the incident in the report has not already
been investigated by the agency.15

According to state rules, a child protection agency must investigate a report
immediately if the report alleges that a child is in “imminent danger” or is the
victim of infant medical neglect.16  Imminent danger exists when a child “is
threat ened with im me di ate and pres ent mal treat ment that is life threat en ing or
likely to re sult in aban don ment, sex ual abuse, or se ri ous physi cal abuse.”17

In ves ti ga tions of other re ports must be gin within one work ing day, al though

BACKGROUND 9

Table 1.1:  Source of Investigated Reports, 1994-96 
Source of Re port Per cent of Re ports1

Man da ted re port ers 62%
School per son nel 22
Law en force ment 16
Health pro fes sion als 14
So cial serv ice pro vid ers 8
Other man dated re port ers 4

Vol un tary re port ers 39%
Par ents and rela tives 18
Ac quain tances 11
Other vol un tary re port ers 12

1Per cent ages add to more than 100 per cent be cause so cial serv ice agen cies can in di cate more
than one source per re port.

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion analy sis of child mal treat ment data sub mit ted by coun ties
to the De part ment of Hu man Serv ices.

“Mandated”
reporters
account 
for most
maltreatment
allegations 
that are
investigated.

14  Minn. Stat. §626.556, subds. 3 (a) and 10 (a), and Minn. Rules 9560.0220, subp 2.

15  Minn. Rules 9560.0216, subp. 3.

16  Minn. Rules 9560.0216, subp. 5.

17  Minn. Rules 9560.0214, subp. 12.
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Figure 1.2:  Initial Steps in Minnesota’s Child Protection Process



the agency can de lay ini ti at ing an in ves ti ga tion for up to 72 hours if it be lieves
the child is not in im mi nent dan ger and more se ri ous re ports need to be
in ves ti gated.18

During its investigation, the local child protection agency is authorized to
interview the alleged victim and perpetrator, the alleged victim’s parents and
siblings, and other individuals who may be able to provide relevant
information (e.g., teachers and relatives).  The agency also may refer to prior
reports of maltreatment and medical records of the child.  According to the
Department of Human Services’ most recent social services manual, an
investigation should be completed within 90 days of the initial report.19

At the conclusion of its investigation, the child protection agency must
determine (1) if child maltreatment has occurred, and (2) whether the family
needs protective services (see Figure 1.3).20  We found that:

• Maltreatment was determined by county child protection agencies
in 40 percent of 1994-96 investigations statewide.  Agencies
determined that protective services were needed in 21 percent of
investigated cases.

BACKGROUND 11

Figure 1.3: Determinations After a Child
Maltreatment Investigation

1. Has maltreatment occurred?
A decision that maltreatment has occurred must be based on a
“preponderance of evidence that a child is a victim of maltreatment and
the maltreatment was caused by the act or failure to act of a person
within the family unit who is responsible for the child’s care.”1

2. Are child protective services needed?
A finding that child protective services are needed means “the local
welfare agency has documented conditions during the . . . investigation
sufficient to cause a child protection worker . . . to conclude that a child is
at significant risk of maltreatment if protective intervention is not provided
and that the individuals responsible for the child’s care have not taken or
are not likely to take actions to protect the child from maltreatment or risk
of maltreatment.”2

1 Minn. Rules 9560.0220, subp. 6.A.

2 Minn. Stat . §626.556, subd. 10e (b).

Child
protection
agencies 
make two
determinations
at the
conclusion 
of each
investigation.

18  Minn. Rules 9560.0216, subp. 5.C.

19  Min ne sota De part ment of Hu man Serv ices, So cial Serv ices Man ual (St. Paul, 1989 re vi sion),
XVI- 4340.

20  Minn. Stat. §626.556, subd. 10e.



In about 23 percent of 1994-96 investigations, agencies determined that
maltreatment occurred but no protective services were needed.  Below are
examples of such cases:

• In October 1995, a child protection agency received a report from a
school employee that an 11-year-old boy had a bruise that he attributed
to his father slapping him.  After speaking to the boy and his mother
and observing the bruise, the child protection worker determined that
maltreatment had occurred.  The mother had a court order for protection 
against the father, which she had allowed him to violate the night of the 
incident.  Since the order was still in force and the father was out of the
home, the agency determined that no services were necessary, but the
child protection worker warned the mother that future reports of abuse
by the father could result in an allegation that the mother neglected the
children.

• A child protection agency received a report that a single mother left her
two children, ages 7 and 10, alone for an hour in the evening.  The child 
protection worker determined that maltreatment occurred and told the
mother about the county’s criteria for supervision.  The mother
arranged for a baby-sitter for future evenings when she would not be
home and the child protection worker called the baby-sitter to confirm
the arrangement.  Since supervision was expected to be provided in the
future, the agency determined there was no need for services.

In about 4 percent of 1994-96 maltreatment investigations, counties
determined that protective services were needed but made no determination of
maltreatment.  Examples of this type of case include the following:

• In December 1995, a child protection case was opened for a newborn
child without a finding of maltreatment.  The mother had a history of
drug use and her parental rights to five older children had been
terminated earlier in the year.21  The child protection agency developed
a case plan that required chemical dependency treatment, aftercare, and
the mother’s demonstration of her ability to provide for the child’s
needs for three months after reunification.

• A day care provider observed bruises and scratches on a boy when she
was changing his diaper.  The boy said his mother did it.  When the
child protection worker interviewed the boy later, he refused to say how 
he got scratched and two of his siblings gave conflicting accounts of
how the boy got the marks.  The mother denied hitting her children.
The county offered services because of the mother’s “questionable
parenting skills” even though physical abuse was not determined.
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21  Ac cord ing to Minn. Stat. §260.015, subd. 2a (13), a child may need pro tec tion or serv ices if the
child’s “cus to dial par ent’s pa ren tal rights to an other child have been in vol un tar ily ter mi nated within
the past five years.”



According to Minnesota law, the local social services agency has ten working
days from the conclusion of its investigation to inform the child’s parent or
guardian and the alleged perpetrator of the determinations made, including the
specific reasons for the determinations.22  Unless doing so is not in the best
interests of the child, the local social services agency is directed by law to
inform mandated reporters of the disposition of any case they report, and to
provide non-mandated reporters with a “concise summary” of the disposition
of a report upon request of the reporter.23

Under a law passed in 1997, the alleged perpetrator may request in writing that 
the local social service agency reconsider a determination that maltreatment
occurred.  If the local agency refuses to reconsider the determination, or does
not reconsider it within 15 days, the individual may submit a request for a
hearing to the Commissioner of the Department of Human Services.  The
alleged victim’s designee may appeal to the local social service agency its
determination of maltreatment, regardless of the determination.  There is not a
provision for the child’s designee to request a hearing.24

Services
When a county social service agency determines that child protective services
are needed, state rules specify, in order of preference, that the agency 
(1) provide services to the family while the alleged victim remains in the
home, (2) seek the removal of the alleged offender from the home, or (3) seek
the removal of the alleged victim from the home.25

If a county agency determines that protective services are needed, the agency
must develop a plan for services with the family and other appropriate
individuals within 60 days of its determination.26  Some services that may be
provided by local agencies directly or by contract are listed in Figure 1.4.

As part of its “case management” responsibilities, the county is required to
arrange, monitor, and evaluate the services provided for in the plan.  The
agency must terminate services to a family when the family (1) has
accomplished the goals in its case plan and no longer needs services or 
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County
determinations
may be
appealed.

22  Minn. Stat. §626.556, subd. 10f.  Minn. Rules 9560.0230, subp. 5, does not state that the let ter to
the al leged of fender and the child’s par ent or guard ian should con tain the spe cific rea sons the de ter -
mi na tion was made.

23  Minn. Stat. §626.556, subd. 3 (d).  Minn. Rules 9560.0226, subp. 2, states that the sum mary to
man da tory re port ers should in di cate whether mal treat ment was de ter mined, the na ture of the mal -
treat ment, the name of the per son who in ves ti gated the re port, and a de scrip tion of the serv ices be ing 
pro vided.

24  Minn. Laws (1997), ch. 203, art. 5, secs. 6 and 29. 

25  Minn. Rules 9560.0220, subp. 8.B.

26  Minn. Rules 9560.0228, subp. 2.  The plan must in di cate the rea son serv ices are be ing pro vided,
the serv ices that will be pro vided, the tasks and goals ex pected of the fam ily mem bers, the con se -
quences to the fam ily if the goals are not achieved, the tasks ex pected of child pro tec tion staff, and
the date of the quar terly re view.



(2)  has not achieved its goals but there is not enough evidence to pursue court
action ordering involuntary services.27

If a county social services agency determines that a family needs services and
the family will not voluntarily accept them, the agency must ask the county
attorney to file a petition in court to order the family to accept services.28  Such
petitions are called “CHIPS” (children in need of protection or services)
petitions.  Upon receiving a CHIPS petition, the court schedules a hearing in
which the agency, the child’s parents, and certain others can participate.  The
court may:

• place the child under protective supervision of the local social services
agency while the child remains in the home and the family receives any 
needed social services;

• transfer legal custody to the local social services agency, thereby
permitting the agency to place the child outside the home;

• order the child’s parent or guardian to provide special treatment or care
needed by the child;

• order a child 16 years or older to be allowed to live independently;

• dismiss the petition if it is not within the court’s jurisdiction or if the
allegations in the petition have not been proven; or
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Figure 1.4: Examples of Child Protective Services

• Assessment (e.g., chemical dependency, mental health, sex offender)

• Case management

• Day care

• Family counseling

• Individual counseling

• Life management skills education

• Parenting education

• Public health nurse visits

• Treatment

Counties
develop case
plans for
families needing 
protective
services.

27  Minn. Rules 9560.0228, subp. 6.

28  Minn. Rules 9560.0220, subp. 8.C.



• continue the case for up to 90 days if the allegations in the petition have 
been admitted or proven.29

According to law, the court must base its decisions on the best interests of the
child, clear and convincing evidence supporting the CHIPS petition, and
whether the county social services agency made “reasonable efforts” to keep
the child with (or return the child to) his or her family.30

If the court grants the petition, the agency, family, and others as appropriate
develop a case plan for the family.  State law requires the court to review
court-ordered out-of-home placements at least every six months.  The court
must hold a hearing to determine the permanent placement of the child within
12 months of out-of-home placement.  The Legislature passed a law in 1997
that requires that the 12-month period begin the first day of court-approved
voluntary placement or the first day of court-ordered placement, whichever is
first, and count cumulatively all days the child has spent in out-of-home
placement in the previous five years.31  At a permanency hearing the court
determines how the best interests of the child would be served.  For example,
the court may decide that the child should be returned home or that the
parents’ rights to the child should be terminated so the child may be placed for 
adoption.

Through the Minnesota Indian Family Preservation Act (MIFPA), Minnesota
incorporates and expands on the federal Indian Child Welfare Act’s directives
for handling child protection cases involving American Indian children.32

MIFPA requires child protection agencies to notify an Indian child’s tribe if
the child could be placed and needs the involvement of the child protection
agency for more than 30 days.  Under a law passed by the Legislature in 1997, 
official tribal representatives were given a right to participate in court
proceedings involving ICWA cases.33
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Counties may
file court
petitions when
families refuse
to comply with
recommended
services.

29  Minn. Stat. §260.191, subds. 1 and 4; Minn. Stat. §260.181, subd. 1.

30  Minn. Stat. §260.011, subd. 2 (a), Minn. Stat. §260.155, subd. 1 (a), and Minn. Stat. §260.012 (c) 
as amended by Minn. Laws (1997), ch. 239, art. 6, sec. 13.  “Rea son able ef forts” are “(1) rele vant to
the safety and pro tec tion of the child;  (2) ade quate to meet the needs of the child and fam ily; (3)
cul tur ally ap pro pri ate;  (4) avail able and ac ces si ble;  (5) con sis tent and timely; and (6) re al is tic un -
der the cir cum stances.  In the al ter na tive, the court may de ter mine that pro vi sion of serv ices or fur -
ther serv ices for the pur pose of re ha bili ta tion is fu tile and there fore un rea son able un der the cir cum -
stances.”

31  Minn. Stat. §260.191, subds. 3a (a) and 3b (a) as amended by Minn. Laws (1997), ch. 239, art. 6,
sec. 26.  If a child’s cu mu la tive time out- of- home in cludes time un der pre vious CHIPS pe ti tions, the 
court may ex tend the time out of the home un der the cur rent pe ti tion bef ore a per ma nency de ter mi -
na tion up to six months if it is in the best in ter ests of the child.  If a child has been in vol un tary
place ment for 90 days, Minn. Laws (1997), ch. 239, art. 6, sec. 6, re quires so cial serv ices agen cies to 
re turn the child to his or her home or pe ti tion the court for a 90- day ex ten sion of vol un tary place -
ment. 

32  Minn. Stat. §§257.35- 257.3579.

33  Minn. Stat. §257.352, subd. 2 and Minn. Laws (1997), ch. 239, art. 6, sec. 18.



Administration and Funding
Child protective services in Minnesota are administered by 84 county social
services agencies.34  We found that:

• Minnesota is one of only 10 states with a county-administered child
protection system.

In most states, child protective services are provided by state employees, often 
working out of field offices throughout the state.  The states with county-
administered child protective services are Minnesota, California, Colorado,
New York, North Carolina, North Dakota, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Virginia, and
Wisconsin.

A second difference between Minnesota and other states is that:

• Minnesota’s social services system is funded with local property
taxes more than most states’ systems.

Because child protective services in most states are provided by state
employees, state appropriations are typically a much larger revenue source
than local revenues.  According to data gathered in 31 states by the American
Public Welfare Association, federal funds accounted for 46 percent of total
fiscal year 1990 social services expenditures, state funds accounted for 41
percent, and local funds accounted for 13 percent.35  In Minnesota, however,
county property tax revenues paid for 57 percent of total child welfare costs in
1995, according to the Minnesota Department of Human Services (DHS).36  A
recent survey of 38 states by the Child Welfare League of American indicated
that Minnesota was one of only seven states in which local revenues accounted 
for more than 20 percent of child welfare spending.37

Counties spent about $300 million on child welfare services in 1995,
according to DHS.38  About $161 million of this was for out-of-home
placements in foster care, mental health, shelter, and other settings.  The rest
was for community-based services, such as case management, counseling,
family preservation services, and others.  The state does not separately budget
or account for services to families being served by child protection agencies,
but Table 1.2 shows total spending in several categories of services that are
commonly used by families in the child protection system.  For example,
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Unlike most
states,
Minnesota’s
child protective
services are
administered 
by county
employees and
funded mainly
with property
taxes.

34  Fari bault and Mar tin coun ties pro vide serv ices through one agency, as do Lin coln, Lyon, and
Mur ray coun ties.  The other 82 coun ties pro vide serv ices through their so cial serv ices agen cies.

35  Ameri can Pub li c Wel fare As so cia tion, A Sta tis ti cal Sum mary of the VCIS So cial Serv ices Block
Grant (SSBG) Data for Fis cal Year 1990 (Wash ing ton, D.C., 1994), 27.

36  Min ne sota De part ment of Hu man Serv ices, Fund ing for Child Wel fare Through County So cial
Serv ice Agen cies (pa per pre sented to the Min ne sota Su preme Court Fos ter Care and Adop tion Task
Force), June 27, 1996, 2.

37  Mi chael Petit and Pat rick A. Cur tis, Child Abuse and Ne glect:  A Look At the States:  The 1997
CWLA Stat Book (Wash ing ton, D.C.:  Child Wel fare League, 1997), 159.  The sur vey re ported
spend ing (ex clud ing Medi caid) for FY 1996.

38   Min ne sota De part ment of Hu man Serv ices, Fund ing for Child Wel fare, 2.



reported spending (adjusted for inflation) for child protection assessment and
investigation grew 18 percent between 1991 and 1996 and foster care
spending grew 12 percent.

Aside from county property taxes, the largest revenue sources for Minnesota
child welfare services were federal and state block grants, which together
totaled about $43 million in 1995.  Funds from Minnesota’s Community
Social Services Act (CSSA) block grant accounted for $25.8 million in 1995,
and the federal Title XX block grant accounted for $17.5 million.  Counties
have considerable discretion about which activities to support with these
grants, and child protection programs are one of many services funded partly
with block grant funds.

Per haps be cause Min ne so ta’s child pro tec tion sys tem has evolved as a county-
 based sys tem sup ported largely by county funds, the Min ne sota De part ment of 
Hu man Serv ices has played a lim ited role.  The de part ment ad min is ters fed eral 
and state child wel fare funds, adopts rules, pro vides state wide child pro tec tion
staff train ing, ap proves coun ties’ bi en nial so cial serv ices plans (and pre pares a 
state social services plan), and plays a leadership role in state policy
development.  Department staff do not investigate maltreatment reports or
directly provide services to families, and the department does not regularly
examine the practices of county child protection agencies (as we discuss in
Chapter 6).

CASELOAD TRENDS AND
CHARACTERISTICS

The number of cases of suspected maltreatment has increased greatly in the
United States from the time the “battered child syndrome” was publicized in
1962.  In 1963, an estimated 150,000 children were reported as victims of
abuse.39  In 1993, almost three million reports were filed.40  This growth
probably reflects several factors.  First, there is now greater awareness of
abuse as a social problem than there was 30 years ago.  Second, there have
been expansions of the definition of maltreatment.  While early child abuse
reporting laws focused on physical abuse, in 1974 Congress defined abuse as
“physical or mental injury, sexual abuse, negligent treatment, or maltreatment
of a child.”41  Third, as the definition of maltreatment expanded, so did the list
of professionals mandated to report suspected abuse.  In 1975, the Minnesota
Legislature increased the professionals required to report maltreatment by
adding the psychological, psychiatric, child care, education, and law
enforcement professions to the health care professions already required to
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The state
Department of
Human
Services plays a 
limited role.

39  Ameri can Hu mane As so cia tion, as cited in Doug las Be sha rov, “Child Abuse and Ne glect Re -
port ing and In ves ti ga tion:  Pol icy Guide lines for De ci sion Mak ing,” The Prob lem of False Al le ga -
tions  (New York: Ha worth Press, 1991), 35- 50.

40  U.S. Con gress, Sen ate, La bor and Hu man Re sources Com mit tee, Child Abuse Pre ven tion and
Treat ment Act Amend ments of 1996, Re port 104- 117 (July 20, 1995), 2.

41 Child Abuse Pre ven tion and Treat ment Act of 1974 (CAPTA), P. L. 93- 247, sec. 3.



report.43  There are no reliable data to indicate whether the actual incidence of
maltreatment has increased or decreased.

In Minnesota, the total number of maltreatment reports investigated rose
through the 1980s and early 1990s, with peaks in 1989 and 1993.  The greatest 
percentage increase occurred between 1982 and 1984, when the number of
investigations jumped from 9,939 to 13,841 (a 39 percent increase).  As Figure 
1.5 illustrates,

• The annual number of investigations increased 93 percent between
1982 and 1993, followed by a 13 percent decrease between 1993 and 
1996.

The number of cases in which maltreatment was determined followed a
similar pattern, although the pattern was different for some types of
maltreatment.  For example, as Figure 1.6 shows, the number of determined
reports of sexual abuse peaked in the mid-1980s, and then declined by 56
percent through the end of 1996.  Since 1992, the most common type of
maltreatment has been child neglect, which accounted for 54 percent of all
maltreatment determinations in 1996.44
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Table 1.2:  County Spending in Selected Social
Services Categories, 1991-96

1996 To tal Change in Real
Ex pen di tures Ex pen di tures,

Cate gory (Mil lions) 1991- 96a

Child pro tec tion as sess ment/in ves ti ga tion $12.4 +17.7
Child wel fare as sess ment 4.0 -7.4
Coun sel ing (in di vid ual, group, family- based) 22.6 +18.4
Family- based cri ses serv ices 2.7 +182.2
Family- based life man age ment skills serv ices 8.5 +57.0
Child shel ter 16.7 +5.5
Fos ter care 72.8 +12.3
Gen eral case man age ment 63.8 +54.2
aData on spend ing (from all reve nue sources) were ad justed us ing the state and lo cal gov ern ment
de fla tor for con sump tion ex pen di tures and gross in vest ment (chain- type price in dex), Bu reau of
Eco nomic Analy sis, U.S. De part ment of Com merce.

NOTE:  Ex pen di tures in these cate go ries were not lim ited to fami lies re ceiv ing child pro tec tive serv -
ices.

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion analy sis of data from Min ne sota De part ment of Hu man
Serv ices.

43  Minn. Laws (1975), ch. 221, sec. 1.

44  Fig ure 1.6 does not show men tal in jury cases, which ac counted for 129 de ter mi na tions in 1996.
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We were also interested in examining trends in the number of child deaths in
Minnesota due to maltreatment.  State officials and others often cite child
fatality data from the Department of Human Services’ maltreatment
information system.  During the course of our study, we found that:

• The Department of Human Services does not have accurate data on 
the number of child deaths that have occurred due to
maltreatment.

When counties report information on maltreatment investigations to DHS,
they provide information on the severity of the children’s injuries.  Options
include “death” and “life-threatening injury,” for example.  The DHS
information system identified 49 maltreament-related child deaths between
1994 and 1996.  However, when we reviewed some counties’ child protection
files, the records indicated that deaths had not occurred in all of the cases
identified as child fatalities by the state system.  Subsequently, we asked
counties to confirm whether deaths occurred in each of the 49 cases that
theDHS information system identified as involving a child death.45  We found
that 24 deaths occurred in these cases, or about half of the deaths reported in
the DHS information system.

DHS staff told us that nearly all data on this information system are entered by 
the counties, so the problems with the data apparently reflect county errors,
not DHS errors.  Just as counties erroneously reported to DHS that some child
injuries were child deaths, there might also have been instances in which
actual child deaths were erroneously reported to DHS as other types of
injuries.  If so, there would have been more than 24 maltreatment-related
deaths during 1994-96.  Unfortunately, documenting whether any child deaths
were incorrectly reported to DHS as child injuries would require a more
extensive verification of the county-submitted data than we were able to
conduct.  Consequently, we were unable to determine the exact number of
maltreatment-related child deaths that occurred in Minnesota during 1994-96.

In our view, mistakes of this magnitude on matters of such importance should
not be tolerated.  In Chapter 7, we recommend that DHS implement stronger
quality control for the state’s maltreatment information system.  According to
the department, the social services information system that will be
implemented in 1999 contains features that will improve the accuracy of
county data.46

Finally, we examined the characteristics of 1994-96 maltreatment victims and
perpetrators in Minnesota.  We found that:

• In 1994-96, 55 percent of perpetrators of child maltreatment were
women, and 45 percent were men.
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Minnesota does
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number of
maltreatment-
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in the state.

45  For cases that we did not re view dur ing our site vis its, we asked staff in the rele vant coun ties to
ex am ine case rec ords and de ter mine whether a child death oc curred.

46  DHS told us that ac cu racy will im prove be cause: data ele ments and defi ni tions will be uni form
state wide; data will be ed ited for ac cu racy as it is en tered; and work ers will have greater ac cess to
this in for ma tion for daily uses, so they will be more likely to take steps to en sure its ac cu racy.



Women were more often the perpetrators of child neglect, and neglect cases
accounted for over half of the maltreatment determinations.  During 1994-96,
72 percent of the perpetrators of neglect were women.  By comparison,
women were the perpetrators in 43 percent of physical abuse determinations, 9 
percent of sexual abuse determinations, and 43 percent of mental injury
determinations.

In addition, we found that:

• Eighty percent of 1994-96 perpetrator-victim relationships involved 
a victim’s birth parent, and another 12 percent involved a
stepparent, adoptive parent, or parent companion.

• The median age of victims of maltreatment in Minnesota was 7
years old.  About 31 percent of alleged victims were under five
years of age.

• Victims of maltreatment in 1994-96 were almost evenly split
between boys and girls.

• About 61 percent of 1994-96 maltreatment victims were white, 23
percent were black, 8 percent were American Indian, 6 percent
were of Hispanic heritage, and 2 percent were Asian.   By
comparison, about 89 percent of Minnesota’s general population
under age 18 in 1995 was white, 4 percent was black, 2 percent was
American Indian, 2 percent was Hispanic, and 4 percent was Asian.  
Thus, black, American Indian, and Hispanic youth were
disproportionately represented among maltreatment victims.
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Variation in County Practices
CHAPTER 2

Because child protective services are administered by county agencies in
Minnesota, there actually are 84 child protection systems in the state,
not one.1  State laws and rules provide a foundation for county child

protection systems, but ambiguity in state requirements allows much room for
local interpretation.  This chapter discusses the variety of agencies’ child
protection practices that we encountered during our study.  Specifically, we
asked:

• To what extent do counties differ in the number of maltreatment
investigations and determinations?  Do these variations reflect
differences in county screening practices or definitions of
maltreatment?

• How do counties assess the risks of repeated maltreatment within
families when determining whether to offer protective services?

• When counties determine that families need protective services,
which types of services are provided most often?  To what extent do 
counties vary in their use of services?

• What records do counties keep on allegations of maltreatment, and
are there variations in how long they keep information on file?

To help us answer these questions, we examined data provided by county
human services agencies to the Minnesota Department of Human Services
(DHS) for all cases of maltreatment investigated during 1994-96.  DHS
reviews these data and consults with counties regarding certain omissions and
inconsistencies, but it does not fully verify the accuracy of the reports.  We
expressed concerns in Chapter 1 about the accuracy of some of the data
collected by DHS, but we think that information on the number of
investigations and determinations by counties is probably sufficiently accurate

1  Eighty- two Min ne sota coun ties have their own of fices.  One of fice ad min is ters child pro tec -
tion for both Fari bault and Mar tin coun ties, and one of fice ad min is ters child pro tec tion for Lin -
coln, Lyon, and Mur ray coun ties.



for gen eral com pari sons.2  We sup ple mented these data with in for ma tion we
col lected from coun ties in two sur veys (in June and Sep tem ber 1997).  To help 
us un der stand county prac tices, we reviewed case files in eight counties and
in ter viewed staff in many coun ties in- person and by phone.

Overall, we found that there are substantial differences in the per capita rates
of investigations, maltreatment determinations, and services among counties.
These differences may reflect real variation in the incidence of maltreatment in 
the population, but they also reflect variation in county practices and policies.

SCREENING PRACTICES

According to state rules, a report of maltreatment must allege neglect, physical 
abuse, or sexual abuse and contain sufficient identifying information for the
local social services agency to conduct an investigation.3  It is not unusual for
child protection agencies to “screen out” allegations that appear to be without
merit, including many allegations of maltreatment that agencies receive from
one parent against the other during custody disputes.

When county screeners receive maltreatment reports, they often collect
additional information from the reporters, school staff, health care staff, and
others to help them judge whether an allegation should be investigated.  For
example:

• A woman reported to a screener that the children of a relative looked
undernourished.  She said that the children seemed hungry when they
were offered food, but their mother would not let them eat, claiming
that their doctor said they had food allergies.  The screener identified
the family’s medical assistance provider and called the hospital.
Hospital personnel informed the screener that the children had not been
seen by a doctor since birth.  The screener referred the case for
investigation because (1) the reporter gave a good description of the
children’s appearance, including extended stomachs, and (2) there was
evidence that the mother lied about the children’s medical history.
Ultimately, the children were diagnosed by a doctor as “failing to
thrive,” and the child protection agency determined that neglect had
occurred.

Based on information collected in a survey of county human services
directors, we estimated that Minnesota child protection agencies received
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2  Dur ing our re view of case files in se lected coun ties, it ap peared to us that the types of de ter -
mi na tions listed in the DHS da ta base usu ally matched the in for ma tion in county case files.  In
con trast, the ac cu racy of some of the more de tailed in for ma tion on the da ta base (such as the se -
ver ity of mal treat ment) ap peared to be more ques tion able.  County of fi cials ex pressed some con -
cerns to us that county staff have not al ways sub mit ted mal treat ment in for ma tion to DHS in a
timely man ner and have not al ways filed mal treat ment re ports with DHS when new al le ga tions
were made con cern ing fami lies that were al ready re ceiv ing serv ices.

3  Minn. Rules 9560.0216, subp. 3.  Child pro tec tion agen cies also screen out al le ga tions that
have al ready been in ves ti gated.



about 50,000 maltreatment allegations during 1996, or 42 allegations per
1,000 Minnesota children.4  Statewide, 32 percent of these allegations were
investigated by the child protection agencies.  However,

• Child protection agencies varied widely in the percentages of
allegations they said they investigated.

For example, Figure 2.1 shows that nine county agencies said they
investigated more than 90 percent of maltreatment allegations, while five said
that they investigated 20 percent or less of the calls they received in 1996.

Based on our discussions with county staff, these variations may partly reflect
differences in county screening philosophies.  For example, Hubbard County
officials told us that they try to investigate a high percentage of maltreatment
allegations in order to minimize the risk of overlooking an actual incident of
maltreatment.  In contrast, Itasca County has implemented a rigorous
screening procedure so that families are more likely to be referred for special
services (such as parenting education and mental health services) than to be
investigated for maltreatment.

In addition, different rates of screening out allegations of maltreatment may
reflect agencies’ interpretations of what constitutes maltreatment.  Some
counties have developed written screening criteria that provide more guidance
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SOURCE: Program Evaluation Division survey of county human services directors, September 1997 (N=82).  Ten
agency directors did not answer this question.

4  Our es ti mate was based on di rec tors’ es ti mates of the per cent age of mal treat ment al le ga tions 
that were not in ves ti gated, plus DHS in for ma tion on the number of in ves ti ga tions con ducted.
The es ti mated to tal number of al le ga tions does not in clude thou sands of other in quir ies re ceived
by child pro tec tion agen cies an nu ally that do not in volve mal treat ment al le ga tions.



about the definition of maltreatment than the broad statements provided in
statute and rule.  Written criteria can help a county maintain consistency
among its child protection workers who screen calls.  Screening criteria can
also be used to inform the public and mandated reporters about what types of
suspected abuse to report and to inform parents about the child protection
agency’s standards for child supervision and discipline.  People calling to
report suspected maltreatment may become frustrated if the child protection
agency cannot articulate its definition of maltreatment, or if they are given
different definitions by different child protection workers.

In a June 1997 survey, we asked county human services directors whether
their agencies had developed screening guidelines that supplemented
maltreatment definitions in law and rule.  Their responses and our review of
the screening guidelines they sent us indicated that 28 of the 84 county
agencies (33 percent) had fairly extensive screening criteria, and another 4
agencies (5 percent) had criteria for screening limited types of calls.  In
addition:

• Fifty-two of the 84 county agencies (62 percent) had no written
screening criteria, and they accounted for an estimated 17 percent
of maltreatment allegations in 1996.

• Child protection agencies with screening criteria investigated 28
percent of the allegations they received in 1996, while agencies
without screening criteria investigated 51 percent.

Agencies told us that the screening criteria are used as a guide for decision-
making.  A report that meets the screening criteria is not guaranteed to be
investigated, and a report that does not meet the criteria may be investigated
anyway.  Screeners consider the circumstances of each report, such as past
experience with the family and the age of the child.  In the following sections,
we discuss the screening criteria used by child protection agencies to help
them decide which cases to investigate.

Criteria for Physical Abuse
Minnesota law says that physical abuse is evidenced by an injury that is non-
accidental or inconsistent with the child’s medical history and that is inflicted
by a person responsible for the child’s care.5  Twenty-nine county agencies (35 
percent) elaborate on the statutory definition of physical abuse in their
screening criteria, and Figure 2.2 shows some of these criteria.  For example,
28 county agencies have criteria that include more detailed definitions or
examples of what constitutes an injury and what types of acts are considered
physically abusive.  Twenty-three agencies’ criteria indicate that a suspicious
explanation for an injury (usually in the judgment of a health professional)
may be investigated.  Several counties’ criteria include the definition of
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5  Minn. Stat. §626.556, subd. 2 (d).



“unreasonable restraint” found in Minnesota’s criminal code.6  In addition,
some criteria specify that counties will not investigate allegations that
constitute “reasonable force” under the criminal code.7

Criteria for Mental Injury
According to Minnesota’s maltreatment law, mental injury is “an injury to the
psychological capacity or emotional stability of a child as evidenced by an
observable or substantial impairment in the child’s ability to function within a
normal range of performance and behavior with due regard to the child’s
culture.”8  The difficulty in identifying cases of mental injury lies in
identifying observable and substantial adverse effects that result directly from
abusive treatment.

Twenty-two county child protection agencies (26 percent) have supplemented
the law by identifying types of allegations that could be investigated for
possible mental injury.  Most (18) of these agencies’ screening criteria identify 
acts by a parent that would be considered abusive, such as rejecting, ignoring,
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Fig ure 2.2: Ex am ples of Cri te ria for Screen ing
Re ports of Physi cal Abuse

The fol low ing ex am ples of screen ing cri te ria were se lected from cri te ria
sub mit ted by agen cies in re sponse to our June 1997 sur vey.  These are not
the cri te ria of one agency; rather, the list is a com pi la tion of cri te ria used by
dif fer ent child pro tec tion agen cies in Min ne sota.

Re ports of al leged physi cal abuse that may be in ves ti gated
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SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion re view of county screen ing cri te ria.

6  Minn. Stat. §609.255, subd. 3.  One agen cy’s cri te ria iden ti fies spe cific con di tions that con -
sti tuted un rea son able re straint or con fine ment.

7  Minn. Stat. §609.379.

8  Minn. Stat. §626.556, subd. 2 (k).



inadequate nurturing, attempting suicide in the child’s presence, or showing
little or no attachment to the child.  Three agencies’ criteria indicate that
reports of mental injury should come from professionals who are able to
document the mental injury.  Many counties include the state juvenile code’s
definition of “emotional maltreatment” in their criteria.9  One agency uses
examples of reports of alleged mental injury to illustrate the types of
allegations that should be investigated.

Criteria for Sexual Abuse
Through references to the criminal code and other laws, the sexual abuse
definition in Minnesota’s maltreatment law is more specific about the acts
which constitute maltreatment than the law’s definitions of physical abuse and
mental injury.  Sexual abuse occurs when a person responsible for the child’s
care (or with a significant relationship to the child) engages in sexual contact,
sexual penetration, prostitution, or sexual performances with or in the presence 
of the child, or encourages such behavior between a child and another
person.10

Twenty-eight counties have screening criteria that supplement the
maltreatment law’s definition of sexual abuse.  The criteria of 23 counties
indicate that reports of pain or injury in the genital area which cannot be
explained should be investigated, and 27 counties specify that reports of
sexually transmitted diseases in children who are not otherwise sexually active 
should be investigated.  In one agency, a report by the alleged victim that
sexual abuse is occurring is sufficient to warrant an investigation.  Another
county stipulates that a report of highly inappropriate sexual behavior of a
child may lead to an investigation.

Criteria for Neglect
Although the maltreatment law defines certain types of actions or omissions
which are neglectful, the definition provides little practical guidance about
when neglect has occurred.  We found that 29 county child protection agencies 
(35 percent) have screening criteria that supplement at least one of the
maltreatment law’s following general categories of neglect:

• educational neglect;

• failure to provide adequate food, clothing, and shelter;

• failure to protect from harm;
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9  Minn. Stat. §260.015, subd. 5a.  Emo tional mal treat ment is de fined as “the con sis tent, de lib -
er ate in flic tion of men tal harm on a child by a per son re spon si ble for the child’s care, that has an
ob serv able, sus tained, and ad verse ef fect on the child’s physi cal, men tal, or emo tional de vel op -
ment.”

10 Minn. Stat. §626.556, subd. 2 (a).  The defi ni tion of sex ual abuse speci fies the acts con sti tut -
ing sex ual abuse by ref er ence to other stat utes: §609.342 to §609.345, §609.321 to §609.324, and
§617.246.



• medical neglect; and

• prenatal exposure to a controlled substance for other than medical
reasons.11

In addition, several county agencies have criteria for at least one of the
following categories of neglect cited in Minnesota’s criminal or juvenile
codes:  (1) abandonment, desertion, or illegal placement; (2) inadequate
supervision; and (3) child endangerment.12

Screening criteria for child neglect vary considerably among counties.  For
example, one county’s criteria call for investigating reports of children under
age six who are home alone, while another county’s criteria suggest that
investigations should be conducted if children under age ten are home alone.
Likewise, one county’s criteria require that housing be condemned by 
inspectors before allegations of inadequate shelter will be investigated, while
several other counties are willing to investigate shelter-related allegations if
the reported circumstances suggest unsafe living conditions.

INVESTIGATIONS

After a county screener determines that allegations meet the criteria for
investigation, the child protection agency assigns the case to an assessment
worker.  The purpose of an investigation or assessment is twofold:  to
determine whether maltreatment occurred and to determine whether the child
or family is in need of protective services.  During 1994-96, there were 14
reports of maltreatment investigated annually in Minnesota per 1,000 children
under age 18.  Among individual counties, however, there was considerable
variation—both overall and in individual maltreatment categories.  As Table
2.1 shows:

• The number of child protection investigations conducted annually
per 1,000 children ranged from 3 in Itasca County to 29 in
neighboring Hubbard County.

Minnesota counties determined that maltreatment occurred in 20,553 cases
during 1994-96, or 40 percent of the reports they investigated.  Statewide,
there were 8.3 maltreatment victims per 1,000 children.13  There was
considerable variation among counties in the percentage of investigations that
resulted in a determination that maltreatment occurred, as shown in Table 2.2
for selected counties.  We found that:
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11  Minn. Stat. §626.556, subd. 2 (c).

12  Minn. Stat. §260.015, subd. 2a (1) and (7), and Minn. Stat. §609.378.  Aban don ment and il -
le gal adop tion are grounds for de ter min ing that a child is in need of pro tec tion or serv ices.

13  There may be more than one vic tim per in ves ti gated re port that re sults in a mal treat ment de -
ter mi na tion.



• The percentages of investigations that resulted in determinations of 
maltreatment ranged from 19 percent (Wabasha County) to 67
percent (Itasca County).

Screening practices probably account for some of this variation.  For example,
Itasca County conducted relatively few investigations per 1,000 children but it
made maltreatment determinations in two-thirds of them.  In contrast, Hubbard 
County staff prefer to investigate most of the allegations they receive, but only 
23 percent resulted in a maltreatment determination.14

Other factors may influence the percentage of investigations that result in a
finding that maltreatment occurred.  For example, it is possible that counties
with more persistent, thorough investigators determined maltreatment in a
higher percentage of investigations,  although we had no way of evaluating
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Table 2.1: Annual Investigations Per 1,000 Children in
Selected Counties, by Type of Alleged Maltreatment,
1994-96
Type of State wide Coun ties With Coun ties With
Al leged Mal treat ment Rate High est Rates Low est Rates

Physi cal Abuse 6.3 13.8 (Hub bard) 1.1 (Itasca)
13.6 (Blue Earth) 2.2 (Wright)
13.1 (Mille Lacs) 2.8 (Carl ton)

Sex ual Abuse 1.6 4.8 (Hub bard) 0.4 (Itasca)
4.3 (Cot ton wood) 0.6 (Scott)
3.3 (Wa ton wan) 0.6 (Wadena)

Men tal In jury 0.2 3.0 (Rock) 0.0 (Carl ton)
2.6 (Blue Earth) 0.0 (Si bley)
2.3 (Polk) 0.0 (Olm sted)

Ne glect 7.0 14.3 (Crow Wing) 1.0 (Sher burne)
13.9 (Hen ne pin) 1.4 (Itasca)
13.8 (Polk) 1.7 (Carl ton)

Any Mal treat ment 14.0 29.1 (Hub bard) 2.8 (Itasca)
26.4 (Mille Lacs) 5.0 (Wright)
25.4 (Polk) 5.6 (Sher burne) 

NOTE:   Twenty coun ties that in ves ti gated fewer than 100 mal treat ment re ports in the three-year pe ri -
od are ex cluded.  Rates are based on 1995 child popu la tion es ti mates pro vided by Min ne sota Plan -
ning.

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion analy sis of child mal treat ment data that coun ties sub mit ted to 
the De part ment of Hu man Serv ices.

The number of
investigations
per 1,000
children varies
widely among
counties.

14  In gen eral, coun ties that con ducted more in ves ti ga tions per 1,000 chil dren tended to have
lower per cent ages of in ves ti ga tions that re sulted in mal treat ment de ter mi na tions.  The cor re la tion
was r = -0.41.



this.  It is also possible that counties that made determinations in a higher
percentage of investigations have more inclusive definitions of what
constitutes maltreatment.

Differences in the types of maltreatment investigated by counties probably did 
not make much difference in the percentage of investigations that resulted in
determinations.  Statewide, the percentages of physical abuse, neglect, and
sexual abuse investigations resulting in findings of maltreatment were quite
similar:  38, 41, and 43 percent, respectively.15

We also examined 1994-96 annual rates of determined maltreatment per 1,000
children among the counties.  We found that:

• There are wide differences in the annual rates of determined
maltreatment among Minnesota counties.  This may partly reflect
differences in county maltreatment definitions and investigation
practices.

VARIATION IN COUNTY PRACTICES 31

Table 2.2:  Percentage of 1994-96 Investigations
Resulting in a Finding that Maltreatment Occurred,
Selected Counties

Per cent age of In ves ti ga tions with a
County Find ing that Mal treat ment Oc curred

Itasca 67%
Mor ri son 64
Carver 56
Bel trami 55
Ram sey 55

Hen ne pin 36

Rice 23
Hub bard 23
Pope 22
Mower 21
Wa basha 19

STATE TO TAL 40

NOTE:  The ta ble in cludes Hen ne pin County, the five coun ties with the high est per cent age of in ves ti -
ga tions re sult ing in a find ing that mal treat ment oc curred, and the five coun ties with the low est per cent -
age.  Twenty coun ties with fewer than 100 mal treat ment in ves ti ga tions dur ing 1994- 96 are ex cluded.

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion analy sis of child mal treat ment data that coun ties sub mitted to 
the De part ment of Hu man Serv ices.

Statewide,
counties
determined that 
maltreatment
occurred in 40
percent of
investigated
cases.

15  Fifty per cent of men tal in jury in ves ti ga tions re sulted in a mal treat ment de ter mi na tion, but
these cases usu ally ac counted for a small por tion of child pro tec tion cases.



Table 2.3 shows the counties with the highest and lowest rates of maltreatment 
determinations, overall and for each type of maltreatment.  Generally, the
counties with the highest rates had several times more victims per 1,000
children than the counties with the lowest rates.

Undoubtedly, some of the variation among counties reflects real differences in
the extent of maltreatment.  For example, previous studies have shown that
child neglect is especially prevalent in locations with high levels of poverty.
But our discussions with child protection staff and our reviews of case files
lead us to believe that differences in county policies and practices also play an
important role in the differences in maltreatment rates.  For example:

• In one county with a high rate of physical abuse determinations, staff
told us that any blow to a child’s head, including a slap, was
inappropriate and could constitute maltreatment.  Likewise, staff in that
county said that striking a child with an object of any sort was
inappropriate and could be considered maltreatment.  In contrast, staff
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Table 2.3:  Annual Determinations of Child
Maltreatment Per 1,000 Children by Type of
Maltreatment, 1994-96

State wide Coun ties With Coun ties With
Type of Mal treat ment Rate High est Rates Low est Rates

Physi cal Abuse 2.7 8.5 (Cot ton wood) 0.6 (Itasca)
8.1 (McLeod) 1.2 (Wright)
7.7 (Blue Earth) 1.3 (Wash ing ton)

Sex ual Abuse 0.8 2.1 (Cot ton wood) 0.2 (Swift)
2.1 (Hub bard) 0.3 (Scott)
1.9 (Fari bault) 0.3 (Wright)

Men tal In jury 0.2 3.3 (Cot ton wood) 0.0 (Clay)
3.0 (Blue Earth) 0.0 (Lyon)
2.2 (Polk) 0.0 (Mower)

0.0 (Wa ton wan)

Ne glect 5.3 14.0 (Polk) 1.5 (Sher burne)
12.3 (Swift) 2.0 (Itasca)
10.0 (Fari bault) 2.2 (Wright)

Any Mal treat ment 8.3 18.6 (Polk) 2.7 (Wash ing ton)
17.3 (Swift) 2.9 (Itasca)
15.7 (Cot ton wood) 3.6 (Sher burne)

NOTE:  Thirty- nine coun ties with fewer than 100 vic tims in the three-year pe ri od are ex cluded.  Rates
are based on 1995 child popu la tion es ti mates pro vided by Min ne sota Plan ning.

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion analy sis of child mal treat ment data that coun ties sub mit ted to 
the De part ment of Hu man Serv ices.
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in many other counties require evidence of an injury—such as a
bruise—before making a determination of maltreatment.

• A supervisor in a county with a high rate of child neglect
determinations told us that some counties probably tolerate living
conditions and levels of child supervision that his investigators do not.
He said that other counties may not determine that maltreatment
occurred in these types of cases because they have more egregious
cases of maltreatment that consume their resources.

• Twenty-two Minnesota counties made no determinations of
maltreatment based on mental injury in 1994-96, while one county
(Blue Earth) made almost as many mental injury determinations during
this period (112) as did all of the Twin Cities metropolitan area counties 
combined (119).  Officials from Blue Earth County told us that they
regard mental injury as potentially more serious than physical abuse in
terms of its long-term impact on children, and this contributes to their
willingness to make determinations of maltreatment by mental injury.

As we reviewed case files, it appeared to us that some counties did not make
maltreatment determinations in circumstances that would likely have led to
determinations of maltreatment in some other counties.  For example:

• A child protection agency received a report that a young mother
became upset while in a bank.  The mother “shook the baby like a rag
doll, . . . threw the baby back into the stroller, then she knocked the
stroller over and she hit [the baby’s] head.”  The reporter watched the
mother leave the bank as she continued to slap the baby.  A hospital
examination of the baby showed no signs of trauma, so the county did
not determine that maltreatment occurred, despite the eyewitness
account.

• A child protection investigation found a house in disarray—for
instance, without a functioning toilet, with buckets of human feces in
the basement, and with dog feces in one of the rooms.  The investigator
did not find that maltreatment occurred because, “this worker was not
able to prove that the home is always in that condition or that it had
been that way for a long time.”

Conversely, there were some counties that made maltreatment determinations
that would not have met some other counties’ criteria.  For instance, the
following three examples are from a county that had relatively high rates of
maltreatment determinations per capita:

• Two girls told a school social worker that their father was verbally
abusive toward them during his custody visitations.  The father denied
this, and the case file contained no testimony from psychologists or
psychiatrists.  Still, the child protection investigator determined that the
father maltreated his children by inflicting mental injuries.
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• A mother and her 11-year-old son got into a fight.  The mother admitted 
that she grabbed her son in the front of the neck and pushed him down.
The child protection investigator determined that maltreatment
occurred, even though there was no evidence of a physical injury.

• A therapist reported to a child protection agency that two boys told him
that their father slapped their buttocks and faces and hit them with a
closed fist “to correct them when they do wrong.”  The boys denied to
the investigator that they had been hit in the face.  The mother said the
boys were occasionally spanked with a belt, but not in a way that
caused injury.  The county found that physical abuse occurred.

Overall, counties differed not only in their criteria for what types of behaviors
constituted maltreatment, but also in the way they evaluated evidence to make
determinations.  Some counties seemed disinclined to make determinations
without direct evidence of injury, while other counties made findings of
maltreatment based on reported actions alone or eyewitness accounts,
regardless of whether injuries resulted.  In many cases we reviewed, the
accounts of the alleged perpetrators and victims differed, and the files did not
clearly indicate reasons why certain evidence ultimately proved persuasive to
the investigators when making their determinations.

Finally, we examined whether there is variation in the timeliness of county
child protection investigations.  State law requires county social service
agencies to “immediately” conduct an assessment upon receiving a report of
maltreatment.16  State rules specify that counties should begin all
investigations within three days of receiving a report of alleged maltreatment,
and investigations involving children in imminent danger or victims of infant
medical neglect should begin when the report is received.17  We examined
DHS information on 1994-96 child maltreatment investigations and found
that:

• Counties started 77 percent of child maltreatment investigations
during 1994-96 within three days of receiving the reports.
Hennepin County accounted for most of the cases in which
investigations did not start within three days.

Sixty-one of Minnesota’s counties began at least 90 percent of their
investigations within three days, including six counties that began all of their
investigations within three days.18  Five counties began less than 70 percent of
their investigations within three days, and Hennepin County began only 44
percent within three days.19  Excluding Hennepin County, 91 percent of the
state’s maltreatment investigations began within three days.
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16  Minn. Stat. §626.556, subd. 10 (a).

17  Minn. Rules 9560.0216, subp. 5.

18  The six coun ties were Cook, Grant, Kitt son, Pine, Ste vens, and Waseca.  Waseca was the
only one of the six with over 40 mal treat ment in ves ti ga tions dur ing 1994- 96.

19  The other coun ties were Wadena (57 per cent), Crow Wing (59 per cent), Wa basha (60 per -
cent), and Ni collet (66 per cent).



Hennepin County officials said that they begin investigations immediately,
when the screener forwards a maltreatment report to an intake supervisor.  But
county staff told us that supervisors often have delayed assigning cases (those
not involving imminent danger) as a way of limiting investigators’ caseloads
to reasonable levels.  During 1994-96, there were not enough investigators to
keep up with the number of new cases, resulting in a backlog.  The county
hired additional staff in 1997 to reduce time lags to start investigations.20

For the state as a whole, it took an average of 4.7 days for child protection
agencies to begin investigations.  Three counties averaged over 10 days to
begin maltreatment investigations during 1994-96.  Nicollet County averaged
15 days, Crow Wing County averaged 12 days, and Hennepin County
averaged 11 days.  Crow Wing County officials told us that they had recently
hired a new intake supervisor who was addressing the problem.  Nicollet
County attributed its delay in starting investigations to personnel problems.21

The following cases are examples of untimely investigations from the files we
reviewed:

• A county received a report on February 22, 1995 that a mother was
drinking and using marijuana in front of her three- and five-year-old
children and feeding them only once a day.  The county began its
investigation on March 20 even though it had received two previous
neglect reports for this family.  The county removed the children from
the home and placed them in a shelter on March 27.

• A county received a report on January 23, 1996 that a mother was not
adequately supervising her teenage children.  The report alleged that the 
oldest daughter threatened her brother with a butcher knife and also
verbally threatened to cut her sister’s throat.  The county did not begin
the assessment until February 7 and did not interview the mother until
March 7.

• On March 13, 1995, a landlord reported that his tenant’s nine-year-old
son was outside unsupervised at 1:00 AM.  The landlord also alleged
that the boy did not go to school regularly.  The mother had been the
subject of several maltreatment findings for neglecting her older
children in 1991 and 1992.  The county did not assign the case to an
investigator until March 30.  By then the mother had been evicted and it 
took the county until May 3 to locate her and arrange an interview.  The 
mother denied the allegations and the county determined that
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Some cases we
reviewed were
not investigated 
in a timely
manner.

20  Hen ne pin County pro vided us with data for the first nine months of 1997.  Dur ing this pe ri od 
52 per cent of 1997 in ves ti ga tions started within three days, and the av er age time to start an in ves -
ti ga tion was about seven days.  The coun ty’s time li ness im proved dur ing 1997; in the third quar -
ter, 67 per cent of in ves ti ga tions were started within three days, and the av er age time to start an
in ves ti ga tion was five days.

21  Ni collet County of fi cials pro vided us with data for 77 cases in ves ti gated dur ing the first nine 
months of 1997.  The data showed that 71 per cent of the in ves ti ga tions be gan within three days
from the date the case was “screened in” and the av er age time to start an in ves ti ga tion was three
days.



maltreatment did not occur.  In July, the county subsequently received a 
report from the boy’s school that he was habitually truant.  The report
was assigned to an investigator on August 7 who determined that
maltreatment occurred and recommended that a CHIPS petition be
filed.

Department of Human Services guidelines call for completing investigations
within 90 days of receiving a report.22  For the state as a whole, counties
completed 91 percent of their maltreatment investigations within 90 days
during 1994-96, and it took counties an average of 37 days to complete an
investigation.  Reports of sexual abuse (46 days) and mental injury (45 days)
took slightly longer to investigate than neglect (38 days) and physical abuse
(34 days) reports.  Four counties completed less than 75 percent of their
investigations within 90 days:  Roseau (55 percent), Sherburne (58 percent),
Nicollet (70 percent), and Renville (73 percent).  Roseau County took an
average of 128 days to complete its investigations.23

RISK ASSESSMENT

According to state law, counties may determine that child protective services
are needed if “a child is at significant risk of maltreatment if protective
intervention is not provided.”24  State rules specify that the determination shall 
be based on a risk assessment tool approved by the Department of Human
Services that includes the factors shown in Figure 2.3.25  In addition, the rules
require that agencies use the risk assessment tool when considering when to
terminate protective services for a family.26

The risk assessment tool authorized by the department was originally
developed in Illinois, and it is used by all but one of Minnesota’s counties
(Olmsted).  This type of instrument is commonly known as a “consensus-
based” instrument because its components reflect expert opinion about factors
that are predictive of maltreatment.  County child protection investigators rate
families as “high,” “intermediate,” “low,” or “no” risk in each of the
subcategories shown in Figure 2.3, and then they assign an overall risk rating
to the family.  The overall rating reflects the county investigator’s general
judgment about the family’s risk for maltreatment; it is not computed by
numerically aggregating or averaging the ratings of the subcategories.  No
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Counties assess
families’ risk of
maltreatment
when deciding
whether
services should
be offered.

22  Min ne sota De part ment of Hu man Serv ices, So cial Serv ices Man ual (St. Paul, 1989 re vi sion), 
XVI- 4340.

23  Ro seau County of fi cials told us they think that work ers usu ally com pleted the as sess ment
work in fewer than 90 days but they did not of fi cially close the in ves ti ga tions un til all the pa per -
work was done.  Ni collet County sent us 1997 data that in di cated that 91 per cent of in ves ti ga tions 
closed dur ing the first nine months of 1997 were com pleted within 90 days.

24  Minn. Stat. §626.556, subd. 10e (b).  The agency must also con clude that the in di vidu als re -
spon si ble for the child’s care have not taken or are not likely to take ac tions to pro tect the child
from mal treat ment or risk of mal treat ment.

25  Minn. Rules 9560.0220, subp. 6.B.

26  Minn. Rules 9560.0228, subp. 6.



studies have evaluated whether the families identified as high risk by
Minnesota’s assessment actually have rates of repeated maltreatment that are
significantly above the families identified as low and intermediate risks.

We asked human services directors to identify the purposes for which they use
risk assessment.  Table 2.4 shows that:

• Most (87 percent) of the directors said their counties use risk
assessment to help them decide whether to open cases for child
protective services.  Only 54 percent of the directors said their
counties use risk assessment to help them decide when to close
cases, although state rules require that assessments be used for this
purpose.

In addition, the table indicates that many child protection agencies use risk
assessment to help evaluate whether to place children out-of-home or reunite
them with their families, but the majority of agencies do not.

Olmsted County is the only Minnesota county that does not use the risk
assessment instrument recommended by DHS.  Since 1996, Olmsted County
has used an “actuarial” or “research-based” risk assessment instrument that
was originally developed in Michigan.  In contrast to consensus-based
instruments, actuarial risk assessments contain variables that research has
shown are strongly associated with subsequent maltreatment.
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Figure 2.3:  Factors That Must Be Considered in
Family Risk Assessments

1) Vulnerability of the child;
2) Location, severity, frequency, and recentness of abuse;
3) Severity, frequency, and recentness of neglect, and condition of home;
4) Physical, intellectual, or emotional capacities and control of the person or

persons responsible for the child’s care;
5) Degree of cooperation of the person or persons responsible for the child’s

care;
6) Parenting skills and knowledge of the person or persons responsible for

the child’s care;
7) Alleged offender’s access to the child;
8) Presence of a parent substitute or other adult in the home;
9) Previous history of child maltreatment;
10) Strength of family support systems; and
11) Stressors on the family.

SOURCE:  Minn. Rules  9560.0220, subp. 6.B.

Only about 
half of the
agencies said
they use risk
assessments to
help them
decide when to
terminate
services.



Actuarial risk assessments have been used (or are being implemented) in the
child protection systems of at least ten states, and they have been used widely
in criminal justice agencies.  Proponents of actuarial assessments cite several
advantages.  First, there is evidence that actuarial risk assessments are more
accurate.  As one review of the literature reported:  “In virtually every
decision-making situation for which the issue has been studied, it has been
found that statistically developed prediction devices outperform human
judgments.”27  Second, Olmsted County staff think that their actuarial risk
assessments are more practical than the tool used by other counties.
Specifically, the actuarial instrument uses different variables for abuse and
neglect cases, rather than assuming that one set of variables predicts the risks
of both types of cases equally well.  Also, Olmsted’s instrument assesses
family strengths (not just risks), and staff consider it useful in developing case
plans.  A third possible advantage of actuarial risk instruments is greater
reliability.  A recent study found that staff using Michigan’s actuarial
instrument made identical decisions about risk far more often than staff using
consensus-based instruments.28
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Table 2.4:  Uses of Risk Assessments by Minnesota
Child Protection Agencies

Have Child Protection Agencies Used Risk Percent of
Assessment in the Past Two Years to Child Protection Agencies
Help Them Decide:                                      That Responded “Yes”  

Whether to open cases for child pro tec tive 
serv ices? 87%

Whether to sub stan ti ate in ves ti gated re ports
of mal treat ment? 71

When to ter mi nate child pro tec tive serv ices? 54
Whether to rec om mend out- of- home 

place ment of chil dren? 48
What amount of serv ice “open” cases 

should re ceive? 48
Whether to try to re unite chil dren with 

their fami lies? 37

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion sur vey of county hu man serv ices di rec tors, Sep tem ber 1997
(N = 82).

Some research
favors
“actuarial” risk 
assessments
over the type of
assessments
currently done
in most
Minnesota
counties.

27  Ste phen D. Gott fred son, “Pre dic tion:  An Over view of Se lected Meth odo logi cal Is sues,” in
Pre dic tion and Clas si fi ca tion:  Crimi nal Jus tice De ci sion Mak ing, ed. Don M. Gott fred son and
Mi chael Tonry (Chi cago:  Uni ver sity of Chi cago Press, 1987), 36.

28  S. Chris to pher Baird, “Child Abuse and Ne glect:  Im prov ing Con sis tency in Decision-
 Making,” NCCD Fo cus (San Fran cisco:  Na tional Coun cil on Crime and De lin quency, August
1997), 7-13.  The study ex am ined the ex tent of agree ment among four per sons who rated the risk
of se lected cases in four states.



We do not know whether a family whose risk is assessed by one Minnesota
county would receive the same rating in other counties.  But we do know that:

• Counties vary in the extent to which they provide protective
services to families classified as “intermediate” risk.

Statewide, counties determined that services were needed in 88 percent of the
1994-96 maltreatment investigations where families were classified as high
risk, compared with 49 percent of intermediate risk families and 4 percent of
low or no risk families.  There were 32 counties that determined that services
were needed for at least 75 percent of the intermediate risk families.  In
contrast, Hennepin County determined that services were needed for only 11
percent of intermediate risk families, and five other counties made this
determination for fewer than 25 percent of intermediate risk families.  Thus,
state rules require counties to use risk assessments to help determine whether
families need protective services, but counties vary in the extent to which
families that are assigned the same risk levels receive services.

SERVICES AND CHILD PLACEMENTS

County child protection agencies offer a variety of services to families.  These
services range from case management and counseling to more intrusive
services such as removing children from their homes and placing them with
relatives or foster parents.  In some extreme cases, counties seek court action
to terminate parental rights and place the children for adoption.

We used data on maltreatment investigations that counties submitted to DHS
during 1994-96 to determine the number of families that needed services and
the types of services offered.  The data reflect conclusions and
recommendations of investigators at the time they completed their
investigations, but may not represent services actually received.  In some
cases, service plans may have changed and families may have refused
services.  However, DHS does not collect data verifying the services that were
actually provided to families.  We also reviewed data on district court
proceedings compiled by the Minnesota Supreme Court for 1994-96 to
determine the number of dependency and neglect petitions filed and the
number of instances in which counties filed petitions to terminate parental
rights.

Determining a Need for Child Protective Services
Statewide, investigators found that child protective services were needed in 21 
percent of the maltreatment cases they investigated in 1994-96.  Investigators
determined that families needed services in 43 percent of the cases where they
found that maltreatment occurred and in 7 percent of the cases where they
found that maltreatment did not occur.  The percentages of physical abuse,
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sexual abuse, and neglect investigations resulting in a finding that services
were needed were very similar:  20, 21, and 23 percent, respectively.29

We found that:

• Counties differed widely in the extent to which they determined
that protective services were needed.

Table 2.5 shows selected counties’ rates of determining that protective
services were needed, using three measures.  The percentage of cases
investigated that were determined to need services ranged from 7 percent
(Koochiching County) to 57 percent (Swift and Itasca counties).  On a per
capita basis, Swift County determined a need for services for a large number
of families (11.8 per 1,000 children in the population), while Itasca determined 
a need for services for relatively few families (1.6 per 1,000 children).  By all
of the measures, the state’s most populous county (Hennepin) determined a
need for protective services to a relatively limited number of families.

Table 2.5 does not reflect all families investigated for maltreatment who
received services.  Sometimes counties refer families (or family members) to
service providers without determining that protective services are needed.  For
example, Hennepin County often refers educational neglect cases to county
staff who work exclusively with these types of cases but are not in the child
protection agency.  Child protection investigators in other counties told us that
they sometimes provide limited services during the investigation phase
without formally determining that services are needed.  However, whenever
counties make a determination that protective services are needed, they must
(1) develop (and revise, as needed) a service plan, and (2) meet with the
family at least monthly and consult with other service providers at least
quarterly.  Thus, opening a child protection case for protective services
commits a county to certain levels of case management and oversight that
other referrals for services may not.

When child protection agencies open cases for services, their staff often act as
brokers who arrange for families to receive services from public or private
service providers.  For example, a county social worker may arrange for a
physical abuse perpetrator to attend an anger management counseling program 
or a parenting class.  Some county child protection staff work directly with
families at home, teaching parents how to manage their daily lives and raise
their children.

Figure 2.4 shows the types of services that counties offered to families
determined to need child protective services during 1994-96.  County child
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29  Forty per cent of men tal in jury in ves ti ga tions re sulted in a find ing that child pro tec tive serv -
ices were needed, but these cases usu ally ac counted for a small por tion of county in ves ti ga tions.
Also, men tal in jury was of ten de ter mined in com bi na tion with an other type of abuse.



protection agencies found that 10,955 families needed child protective services 
during this period.  The most commonly recommended services were case
management (80 percent of families) and family counseling (32 percent).30

State law requires counties to establish multi-disciplinary child protection
teams to, among other tasks, make recommendations to the county welfare
agency about the services that should be provided to individual families and
children.31  The law says that these teams may include (but are not limited to)
representatives of the county attorney, county sheriff, mental health agencies,
other health agencies, education agencies, and parent groups.  Only 10 percent 
of county human services directors we surveyed said that parents’ groups have 
actively participated on their multi-disciplinary teams in the past two years,
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Table 2.5:  Extent to Which Selected Counties Determined a Need for
Protective Services, 1994-96

Per cent of In ves ti ga tions Num ber of Cases
Per cent of In ves ti ga tions Where Mal treat ment Was De ter mined to Need
Where the Fam ily Was De ter mined That Were Serv ices Per 1,000

County Deter mined to Need Serv ices Found to Need Serv ices Popu la tion Un der 18

Swift 57% 83% 11.8
Itasca 57 76 1.6
Yel low Medi cine 52 81 7.1
Mor ri son 47 66 3.0
Stearns 45 68 2.7

Ram sey 25 42 3.7

Wa basha 14 49 1.9
Mar shall 11 33 1.4
Hen ne pin   9 26 2.0
Waseca   9 30 0.6
Koochich ing   7 25 1.2

STATE TO TAL 21% 43% 2.9

NOTE:  The ta ble in cludes Ram sey County, the five coun ties with the high est per cent age of cases de ter mined to need serv ices, and
the five coun ties with the low est per cent age of cases de ter mined to need serv ices.   Twenty coun ties with fewer than 100 mal treat -
ment investigations dur ing 1994- 96 are ex cluded.

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion analy sis of child mal treat ment data that coun ties sub mitted to the De part ment of Hu man
Serv ices.

30  Child pro tec tion agen cies can rec om mend that fami lies re ceive more than one type of serv -
ice.

31  Minn. Stat. §626.558.  Ac cord ing to our Sep tem ber 1997 sur vey of county hu man serv ices
di rec tors, 100 per cent of county agen cies have used these teams for case con sul ta tion, 87 per cent
have used them to help edu cate pro fes sion als about child pro tec tion, 62 per cent have used them
to edu cate the pub li c about child pro tec tion, and 44 per cent have used them to help de velop re -
sources for mal treat ment pre ven tion, in ter ven tion, and treat ment.  In some coun ties, lo cal child
abuse pre ven tion coun cils author ized by Minn. Stat. §119A.14 also as sist with these func tions.



but the majority of counties said that each of the other groups has.32  We asked
county human services directors to identify the number of cases for which
these teams provided case recommendations to their agencies in 1996, and we
compared this to the total number of cases investigated by each county in
1996.  We found that about 16 percent of counties reported that multi-
disciplinary teams provided recommendations in less than 10 percent of the
investigated cases in 1996, while another 32 percent of counties said their
teams provided recommendations in more than 90 percent of investigated
cases.  Thus, counties varied widely in the extent to which they used multi-
disciplinary teams for case consultation.

When a county determines that child protective services are needed, the family 
does not always receive the recommended services.  In our review of case
files, we found many cases where the family did not follow through with the
services recommended in the case plan, or did so only after considerable effort 
by the county.  The following case is an example:

• In February 1995, authorities found five children, ages 1 through 12, at
home alone.  The home was dirty and in disarray.  The police
temporarily placed the children in a shelter but the children returned
home when the mother agreed to accept in-home family services.  In
June, police responded to a call and found the mother drunk, the home
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Figure 2.4: Services Recommended for
Families Needing Protective Services, 1994-96
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NOTE: Education includes parenting and family-based life management skills programs.  Crisis services include
crisis intervention, respite care, and day care.  Percentages are based on families determined to need services.

SOURCE: Program Evaluation Division analysis of data submitted by counties to the Department of Human
Services (N=10,955).

Some counties
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“multi-
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while others did 
not.

32  Of the 82 re spond ing di rec tors, the per cent age who said that the fol low ing groups have been
ac tive par tici pants were:  county at tor neys’ rep re sen ta tives, 94 per cent; edu ca tion pro fes sion als,
84 per cent; men tal health pro fes sion als, 83 per cent; other health pro fes sion als, 83 per cent; county 
sher iffs’ rep re sen ta tives, 76 per cent; and city po lice rep re sen ta tives, 67 per cent.



dirty and littered with beer cans, and no food in the house.  They again
temporarily placed the children in a shelter and the county filed a
CHIPS petition with the court.  The court granted the petition but
allowed the children to return home when the mother agreed again to
accept services, including chemical dependency treatment, parenting
classes, and home management training.  Subsequent contacts by the
child protection caseworker revealed that the mother did not use the
services, and conditions in the home did not improve.  As a result, the
court placed the children in foster care until the mother completed
chemical dependency treatment.  Between September 1995 and March
1996, the mother started and failed to complete three different chemical 
dependency treatment programs.  She finally completed a fourth
chemical dependency treatment program in June 1996.  The children
returned home, and the county closed the case.

In other cases, when the family did not accept the services offered or did not
complete the requirements of the case plan, the caseworker simply closed the
case.  Child protection workers are required to close a case when the family
does not cooperate with the plan and there are not sufficient grounds to
petition the court to intervene.33  The following case is an example:

• A mother and her newborn child both tested positive for cocaine in
March 1994.  Investigators found that the mother’s first daughter had
also tested positive for cocaine in another county in 1992.  The mother
admitted using drugs since she was 12.  Investigators found that
maltreatment occurred and that services were needed.  They closed the
case in August 1995 even though the mother was still using drugs and
not following through on her chemical dependency program.  The
closing plan noted that the mother was “providing at least the minimum 
care for her two children.”

Court Petitions and Out-of-Home Placements
We obtained data on maltreatment-related CHIPS petitions filed by Minnesota
counties during 1994-96 from the State Court Administration Division of the
Minnesota Supreme Court.34  These data indicate that:

• Twin Cities metropolitan area counties filed fewer CHIPS petitions
per 1,000 children than non-metropolitan counties.  In general,
there was considerable variation among counties in their 1994-96
rates of filing petitions per 1,000 children.

Table 2.6 shows that 3.5 CHIPS petitions were filed in Minnesota per 1,000
children.  The four counties with the lowest rates include three Twin Cities
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33  Minn. Rules 9560.0228, subp. 6.

34  CHIPS pe ti tions are filed when a child is thought to be in need of pro tec tion or serv ices and
are dis tinct from ju ve nile de lin quency pe ti tions.  We in cluded in our analy sis CHIPS pe ti tions
cate go rized by the courts as de pend ency and ne glect (which are usu ally the re sult of mal treat -
ment) and we ex cluded pe ti tions for ju ve nile status of fenses such as tru ancy and run away.  



metropolitan area counties and one county bordering the metropolitan area.  In 
the seven-county Twin Cities metropolitan area, there were 2.7 CHIPS
petitions filed per 1,000 children versus 4.3 petitions per 1,000 children in the
non-metropolitan counties.  

For the state as a whole, we estimated that the number of CHIPS petitions
filed in 1994-96 was 74 percent of the total number of maltreatment victims in 
families determined to need services during this period.35  Juvenile courts
granted 62 percent of the CHIPS petitions they ruled on during 1994-96, with
similar percentages in the Twin Cities region and in outstate Minnesota.
Among individual judicial districts, the percentage of petitions granted ranged
from a high of 78 percent in the tenth judicial district (including counties just
north and northwest of the Twin Cities) to a low of 47 percent in the sixth
judicial district (northeastern Minnesota).
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Table 2.6:  Rates of CHIPS Petitions Filed in Juvenile
Courts of Selected Counties, 1994-96

An nual Num ber of Mal treat ment-Re lated CHIPS Pe ti tions:

Filed Per Granted Per
County 1,000 Chil dren 1,000 Chil dren

Wa ton wan 12.1 6.5
Cot ton wood 11.9 8.6
Polk 11.3 6.0
Ait kin 10.9 7.3
Cass 9.0 6.1

Hen ne pin 4.0 1.4
Ram sey 2.2 1.5

Fill more 1.8 1.2
Anoka 1.7 1.4
Wright 1.6 1.3
Da kota 1.5 0.9
Wash ing ton 1.1 0.7

STATE TO TAL 3.5 1.9

NOTE:  The ta ble in cludes Hen ne pin and Ram sey Coun ties, the five coun ties with the high est rates of 
CHIPS pe ti tions filed per 1,000 chil dren, and the five coun ties with the low est rate of CHIPS pe ti tions
filed.  Twenty coun ties with fewer than 100 mal treat ment investigations dur ing 1994- 96 are ex cluded.
Hen ne pin Coun ty’s rates are based on 1995- 96 data due to con cerns we had about the com plete ness 
of its 1994 data.  Maltreatment- related CHIPS pe ti tions are pe ti tions for “de pend ency and ne glect” and 
do not in clude CHIPS pe ti tions for tru ancy, run aways, or de lin quency un der age 10.  Rates are based
on 1995 child popu la tion es ti mates pro vided by Min ne sota Plan ning.

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion analy sis of ju ve nile court data that courts pro vided to the
State Court Ad min istra tion Di vi sion of the Min ne sota Su preme Court.

35  We were un able to match CHIPS pe ti tions di rectly to in di vid ual mal treat ment vic tims.
Some of the pe ti tions filed early in 1994 may have re lated to mal treat ment that oc curred in 1993
and some of the 1996 vic tims may have been the sub ject of CHIPS pe ti tions in 1997. 



We looked at child maltreatment data that counties submitted to DHS to
determine how many child maltreatment victims were placed outside the
home.  Because child protection investigators usually complete maltreatment
reporting forms when they finish their investigations, the reports only include
out-of-home placements that occurred or were recommended up to that point.
As a result, the actual number of out-of-home placements may differ
somewhat from the data reported here.36  Table 2.7 shows that:

• County child protection agencies recommended that 21 percent of
the 1994-96 maltreatment victims be placed outside the home.  A
majority were temporary placements in shelter facilities.

Twelve percent of the maltreatment victims were placed (or recommended for
placement) in a shelter facility.  Shelter facilities serve as temporary
placements in emergencies, such as cases involving abandonment or sexual
abuse.  About three-fourths of the victims placed in shelters were placed there
by police on a “72-hour hold.”37  Children usually left the shelter facility after
a few days and either returned home or moved to a longer term foster home.
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Table 2.7:  Number and Types of Out-of-Home
Placements for Victims of Child Maltreatment, 1994-96

Num ber of Vic tims Per cent of Vic tims
Type of Place ment Placeda Placedb

Shel ter Fa cil ity 3,927 12%

Fos ter Place ment With Rela tive 1,355 4

Fos ter Place ment With Non- Relative 2,057 6

Any Place ment 6,982 21
aChil dren may have ex pe ri enced more than one type of place ment so the sum of the three place ment
types ex ceeds the number who re ceived any type of place ment.
bPer cent ages based on 33,923 vic tims in cases where mal treat ment oc curred or serv ices were
needed.

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion analy sis of child mal treat ment data that coun ties sub mitted to
the De part ment of Hu man Serv ices.

Ten percent of
victims were
recommended
for foster care
placements.

36  In our re view of case files, there were some cases where the chil dren were placed af ter the
par ents failed to com plete rec om mended treat ment or af ter sub se quent in ci dents of mal treat ment.
Some of these place ments may not have oc curred by the time the county sub mit ted re ports on the
ini tial in ci dent to DHS.  On the other hand, the court does not al ways fol low the rec om men da -
tions of child pro tec tion agen cies for out- of- home place ments.  In gen eral, how ever, we found
that data on Min ne so ta’s to tal number of rec om mended place ments was simi lar to sum mary data
we ob tained from DHS on the to tal number of ac tual child protection- related place ments.  We
pri mar ily used data on rec om mended place ments be cause this in for ma tion gave us more de tail.

37  Min ne sota law author izes peace of fi cers to re move a child from the home with out a court or -
der for up to 72 hours (ex clud ing week ends and holi days) when a child is found in sur round ings
or con di tions that en dan ger the child’s health or wel fare.  Minn. Stat. §260.165, subd. 1 (c) (2)
and Minn. Stat. §260.171, subd. 2 (d).  Longer stays must be author ized by the court.



Ten percent of maltreatment victims were placed in a foster home run by
either a relative or non-relative.  About three-fifths of the foster placements
were court-ordered and two-fifths were voluntary placements.38  We found
small differences in the likelihood of an out-of-home placement for different
types of maltreatment.  Seventeen percent of sexual abuse victims, 19 percent
of physical abuse victims, 25 percent of neglect victims, and 36 percent of
mental injury victims were placed outside the home.39

Table 2.8 shows placement rates for selected counties with over 100
maltreatment victims during 1994-96.  We found that:

• Annual foster home placement rates ranged from a high of 5.7
placements per 1,000 children to a low of 0.2 .
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Table 2.8:  Rates of Foster Placements for Selected
Counties, 1994-96

An nual Num ber of Vic tims Per cent of Vic tims
Placed in Fos ter Care Per Placed 

County 1,000 Chil dren in Fos ter Care

Cot ton wood 5.7 33%
Cass 5.7 40
Polk 3.5 15
Fari bault 2.6 16
Ait kin 2.4 18

Hen ne pin 0.6 5

Ben ton 0.4 7
Ram sey 0.4 3
Sher burne 0.3 7
Wright 0.3 7
McLeod 0.2 2

STATE TO TAL 0.9 10% 

NOTE:  Fos ter care in cludes place ments with rela tives or non- relatives, whether vol un tary or court or -
dered.  It ex cludes tem po rary place ments in a shel ter fa cil ity.  The ta ble in cludes Hen ne pin County,
the five coun ties with the high est fos ter care place ment rates per 1,000 chil dren, and the five coun ties
with the low est rates.  Thirty- nine coun ties with fewer than 100 mal treat ment vic tims dur ing 1994- 96
are ex cluded.  Rates are based on 1995 child popu la tion es ti mates pro vided by Min ne sota Plan ning. 
Per cent ages are based on the number of vic tims with mal treat ment de ter mined or serv ices needed.

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion analy sis of child mal treat ment data that coun ties sub mitted to 
the De part ment of Hu man Serv ices.

Use of foster
placements by
counties varies
considerably.

38  About half of the rela tive fos ter place ments were court- ordered and half were vol un tary
place ments.  About 70 per cent of the non- relative fos ter place ments were court or dered and 30
per cent were vol un tary.

39  Ten per cent of physi cal and sex ual abuse vic tims, 11 per cent of ne glect vic tims, and 24 per -
cent of men tal in jury vic tims were placed in a fos ter home.  Eight per cent of sex ual abuse vic -
tims, 10 per cent of physi cal abuse vic tims, 13 per cent of men tal in jury vic tims, and 15 per cent of
ne glect vic tims were placed in a shel ter fa cil ity.



There are several possible reasons for variation in out-of-home placement
rates. Unless a placement is voluntary or shorter than 72 hours, counties must
file a CHIPS petition to place a child outside the home.40  Some county
officials told us their county attorney will only file a CHIPS petition or
recommend removal of a child from the home as a last resort.  Other county
officials told us that limited budgets or shortages of acceptable foster homes
have forced their county to curtail the use of court petitions and out-of-home
placements.41

In most cases, child protection workers view out-of-home placements as
temporary.  They direct their efforts towards correcting the conditions that led
to maltreatment so the child can safely return home.  The following are
examples of out-of-home placements and subsequent family reunifications that 
appear, from case file information, to have protected the children from further
harm:

• In August 1995, police found a one-year-old child alone in an alley and
four other children, ages two through five, unsupervised in a yard full
of scrap metal.  The children were hungry, dirty, and poorly clothed.
The father was verbally abusive toward the children and the police
officers.  The county filed a CHIPS petition and placed the children
with their grandparents.  The court ordered both parents to get
psychological evaluations and chemical dependency assessments, and it 
ordered the father to complete parent education classes and anger
management counseling.  The parents cooperated with the program and
completed its requirements.  Two of the children returned to the home
in February 1996, and the other three returned in May.  The family
continued to receive visits from an in-home skills worker.  The court
dismissed the CHIPS petition in September 1996.  The child protection
agency continued to monitor the family until March 1997 and there
have been no subsequent maltreatment reports.

• A six-month-old with multiple bruises and serious injuries to the head
and pelvic region was hospitalized for 17 days in December 1995.  The
investigation revealed that the boy's father beat him while the mother
was drunk.  Upon his release from the hospital, the child was
voluntarily placed with his maternal grandmother.  The mother
accepted services including a chemical dependency assessment,
counseling, and a parenting class.  The father was convicted of first
degree assault and sentenced to 42 months in prison.  The county filed a 
CHIPS petition in September 1996 that formalized the child’s
placement with his grandmother, who had become licensed as a foster
parent.  After completing chemical dependency treatment and aftercare
in December 1996, the mother moved in with her mother and son, and
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Some children
are reunified
with their
families after
the risk of
maltreatment
has been
reduced.

40  The cor re la tion among county out- of- home place ment rates and rates of fil ing CHIPS pe ti -
tions was r = 0.63, in di cat ing a strong re la tion ship.

41  The fos ter home short age is of par ticu lar con cern for cases in volv ing Ameri can In dian chil -
dren be cause tribes some times in sist that coun ties place these chil dren in Ameri can In dian fos ter
homes. 



in February 1997, she moved with her child to her own apartment.  The
court dismissed the CHIPS case in April 1997.

When parents continue to maltreat their children, when they refuse to
cooperate with case plans, or when they simply abandon their children, the
county may petition the court to terminate parental rights.  Based on data from 
the State Court Administration Division of the Minnesota Supreme Court, we
found that:

• County attorneys filed 2,868 petitions to terminate parental rights
during 1994-96, or 0.8 petitions annually per 1,000 children.

Six counties filed no petitions to terminate parental rights and only five
counties with at least 100 maltreatment victims during 1994-96 filed over one 
pe ti tion an nu ally to ter mi nate pa ren tal rights per 1,000 chil dren dur ing this
pe ri od.42  For the state as a whole, county at tor neys filed ter mi na tion of
pa ren tal rights pe ti tions for about 9 per cent of the 1994- 96 vic tims with
maltreatment determined or services needed.43  Courts granted 68 per cent of
the pe ti tions.44  County of fi cials we talked to said that county at tor neys were
some times re luc tant to file ter mi na tion pe ti tions and courts were un likely to
grant them if the par ents con tested the pe ti tion and there was any hope of
fam ily re uni fi ca tion.  The fol low ing are ex am ples from our re view of case
files where coun ties sought to ter mi nate pa ren tal rights:

• A mother brought her six-week-old baby to a hospital emergency room
in June 1995 with a broken leg and cracked rib.  The county
immediately filed a CHIPS petition and placed the child in foster care.
After an investigation, the county attorney charged the mother’s
boyfriend with assault, and the mother agreed to a service plan that
included counseling, parent education, and no contact with the
boyfriend.  The mother was permitted to have supervised visits with the 
child but visits were suspended because she failed to complete
counseling and parenting education and did not sever relations with the
boyfriend.  On the recommendations of a counselor and the child’s
guardian ad litem, the county filed a petition to terminate parental rights 
in June 1996.  The mother first objected to the petition, but then agreed
to it.  The court granted the petition in August 1996.

• In November 1995, a doctor reported that an 11-month-old child
brought in for an apparent ear infection had bruises on his earlobe and
head.  The mother claimed that the child fell.  About one month later,
while the original report was still under investigation, the child was
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Counties may
petition the
courts to
terminate
parental rights,
although this
option is
pursued
infrequently.

42  The five coun ties were Free born (1.7 fil ings per 1,000 chil dren), Hen ne pin (1.4), Ram sey
(1.3), Mar tin (1.2), and Blue Earth (1.0).

43  We were un able to match ter mi na tion of pa ren tal rights pe ti tions di rectly to in di vid ual mal -
treat ment vic tims.  Some of the pe ti tions filed early in 1994- 96 may have re lated to mal treat ment
that oc curred prior to that pe ri od and some of the 1994- 96 vic tims may be the sub ject of CHIPS
pe ti tions af ter 1996. 

44  We ex cluded Hen ne pin Coun ty’s 1994 data from this cal cu la tion due to con cerns we had
about its com plete ness.



hospitalized with multiple head bruises and a fractured skull.  The
county filed a CHIPS petition and placed the child with an aunt.  In
December 1996, after the mother’s first unsupervised visit with the
child, the aunt reported that the child had bruises on both ears.  In
January 1997, the county attorney charged the mother with malicious
punishment of a child.  She pleaded guilty in April 1997 and was
sentenced to two years probation.  The county filed a petition to
terminate the mother’s parental rights in June 1997.  The county located 
the child’s biological father, who agreed to take custody.

We reviewed many case files where counties did not petition the court to
terminate parental rights, sometimes despite many unsuccessful efforts to
work with parents and reunite families.  We discuss some of these cases in
Chapter 3.

RECORD-KEEPING

A final area in which we examined county child protection agency practices
was record-keeping.  We looked at the types of information that county
agencies keep on file, how long they keep it, and how they communicate the
results of their investigations.

First, we examined whether county agencies “maintain a record of every
report of maltreatment” they receive, as required by state rules.45  The rules
indicate that a report is any allegation of maltreatment, not just those that are
eventually investigated by the child protection agency.46  Counties’ records of
maltreatment reports received, or “screening logs,” can serve two important
purposes.  Screening logs can help agencies document previous allegations
that have involved particular perpetrators or victims.  This can help counties
assess the credibility of new allegations.  For instance, a child protection
agency might be less inclined to investigate an allegation from a person who
has repeatedly made accusations against an ex-spouse.  Or perhaps an agency
that did not investigate an allegation of maltreatment of a child because the
report was not detailed enough might be especially inclined to investigate a
report alleging similar maltreatment of the child in the future.  The other
purpose of screening logs is to provide a record of the agencies’ decision-
making practices.  Without a complete screening log, it is difficult to evaluate
what portion of maltreatment allegations are “screened out.”  Also, without a
log of allegations that were not investigated, it is impossible to subsequently
evaluate whether the agency adequately responded to reports that were made
about particular families.  We found that:

VARIATION IN COUNTY PRACTICES 49

Many counties
do not keep
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allegations they
receive.

45  Minn. Rules 9560.0230, subp. 1.

46  For ex am ple, Minn. Rules 9560.0216, subp. 3 says, “The lo cal agency shall screen re ports of
mal treat ment to de ter mine the need for as sess ment.”



• Fifty of 84 county child protection agencies (60 percent) maintain
screening logs, and these counties accounted for 31 percent of
Minnesota’s child protection investigations in 1996.

Some child protection agencies told us that they thought that state data
practices laws prohibited them from keeping records of allegations that were
received but not investigated.  However, the Department of Administration’s
expert in the data practices law told us that he did not agree with this
interpretation.  Some other child protection agencies told us that they did not
keep logs of all allegations received because this would take time away from
other duties.

Among the counties that do have screening logs, there is variation in the type
of information collected.  Table 2.9 shows the types of information that
counties with screening logs said they have in their records.  State law
provides no guidance on what information should be recorded or how long
child protection agencies should keep records of maltreatment allegations that
were not investigated.47

A second record-keeping issue we examined is how long agencies keep
records of child protection investigations.  If an agency concludes that
maltreatment did not occur and services are not needed, state law allows the
agency to keep the investigation records for up to four years.  The agency
must inform the alleged perpetrator that he or she has the right to have the
record destroyed and, upon request, the agency must do so within 30 days.

We asked county human service directors to estimate how many 1996 records
they had destroyed in cases where the investigations yielded determinations of 
no maltreatment and no protective services needed.  Most directors told us that 
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Table 2.9: Information Maintained by Child
Protection Agencies in Screening Logs

Number of Agencies
Report Information Maintaining Information
Date of re port 50
Whether an as sess ment was done 48
Al leged vic tim’s name 44
Whether a re fer ral to an other agency was made 39
Re port source 37
Rea son for not do ing an as sess ment 36
Al leged per pe tra tor’s name 33
All of the above 23

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion sur vey of county hu man serv ices di rec tors, June 1997 
(N = 84). 

In some
counties,
certain
investigative
records tend to
be destroyed
quickly.

47  Minn. Stat. §626.556, subd. 11c (a) and (b) only in di cate how long agen cies should keep rec -
ords of cases that were in ves ti gated.



the vast majority of records for such 1996 investigations were still in county
files in mid-1997.48  However, we found that:

• Ten of the 84 county child protection agencies told us that at least
75 percent of their 1996 records had been destroyed by the middle
of 1997.

The ten counties were Anoka, Clay, Freeborn, Hennepin, Kandiyohi, Norman,
Pope, Rice, St. Louis, and Washington.  Contrary to law, four counties
destroyed these records within 30 days after the investigation unless the
alleged perpetrator requested that they be retained.49  Overall, there are
significant differences in counties’ record retention practices for child
protection investigations that do not result in a determination that
maltreatment occurred.

A third record-keeping issue we examined was the availability of information
to county child protection agencies on families’ prior records of maltreatment.
Each county agency keeps its own child protection records and DHS requires
that counties assign each family an identification number unique to that
county.  Counties do not have an information system they can query to obtain
a statewide maltreatment history of a particular family, perpetrator, or victim.
Consequently, as shown in Figure 2.5,

• Most county human services directors told us that it is “sometimes,
rarely, or never” easy to determine families’ comprehensive
maltreatment histories.

Child protection staff who screen cases or conduct investigations may have
difficulty knowing the histories of families who have moved from county to
county.  The Department of Human Services is designing a statewide social
services information system that will assign families a single identification
number, regardless of the county in which maltreatment occurs.  Department
staff expect this system to be implemented in early 1999.50

A final record-keeping issue is the clarity of child protection agency
determinations.  Within ten days of completing an investigation, child
protection agencies are required to notify parents, guardians, and alleged
maltreatment perpetrators “of the determination and a summary of the specific 
reasons for the determination.”51  In cases we reviewed, some of the
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48  For ex am ple, 60 of 84 hu man serv ices di rec tors es ti mated that their agen cies had de stroyed
no more than 20 per cent of the 1996 rec ords.

49  The coun ties were Clay, Kan di yohi, Rice, and Wash ing ton.  It is pos si ble that these agen cies 
were fol low ing the re quire ments of ear lier child pro tec tion laws that di rected agen cies to de stroy
rec ords of false re ports within 30 days un less the al leged per pe tra tor re quested that the rec ords be 
main tained.

50  A 1988 study found that Min ne sota was one of only three states with out a state wide mal -
treat ment reg is try.  See Na tional Cen ter for State Courts, Cen tral Reg is tries for Child Abuse and
Ne glect:  A Na tional Re view of Re cords Man age ment, Due Proc ess Safe guards, and Data Utili -
za tion (Wil liams burg, VA:  July 29, 1988).

51  Minn. Stat. §626.556, subd. 10f.



notifications directly indicated the basis for the county’s conclusions, such as
the following:  “This referral has been substantiated based on the fact that you
acknowledged that [the child] was alone for a short amount of time at the
apartment.”  In contrast, other notifications, such as the following, did not
provide reasons for the agency’s determination:  “The reason that this
determination was made is due to my assessment.”  In some cases, we found
that it was difficult to identify the exact basis for the determination even after
reading all case notes on the investigation.

SUMMARY

County child protection agencies vary widely in their rates of investigation,
determination, and services, and they have varying practices for screening
cases and retaining maltreatment-related records.  Variation might reflect
differing community standards, although Chapter 6 indicates that there may be 
little public discussion of agencies’ criteria.  Also, given that local property
taxes pay for the majority of child welfare services, it may be appropriate for
services to reflect the preferences of individual counties.  As we suggest in
Chapter 7, however, legislators should consider whether the local variations
result in too much inconsistency in Minnesota’s child protection system.  If so, 
it may be useful to try to develop greater statewide consensus on maltreatment 
definitions and practices.

52 CHILD PROTECTIVE SERVICES

Figure 2.5:  Is It Easy For County Agencies to
Document a Family’s Child Protection History In
Other Counties?
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SOURCE: Program Evaluation Division survey of county human services directors, September 1997 (N=82).
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Repeated Maltreatment of
Children
CHAPTER 3

Child protection agencies intervene in the lives of families that maltreat
their children in part to protect the children from immediate danger, but
also to reduce the likelihood of future abuse or neglect.  There has been

little study of rates of repeated maltreatment, both nationally and in Minnesota.
We asked:

• What percentage of Minnesota families who abuse or neglect their
children maltreat them again?

• Are some types of maltreatment more likely than other types to be
followed by subsequent maltreatment?

• What could the child protection system do to reduce repeated
maltreatment?

We measured the incidence of repeated maltreatment using the reports of child
maltreatment that counties submit to the Department of Human Services (DHS).
We measured repeated investigations and repeated determinations of maltreatment
over three different time periods.  First, we looked at each family that had a
maltreatment determination in 1995 and examined whether the same family had a
subsequent maltreatment determination within 12 months of the first.  We also
looked at each family that was the subject of a maltreatment determination in
1994 and examined whether the same family was the subject of a subsequent
determination within two years.  Finally, we looked at each family that was the
subject of a 1993 maltreatment determination and examined whether the same
family was the subject of a subsequent determination within three years.
Similarly, for families that were subjects of maltreatment investigations (but not
necessarily determinations) in 1993, 1994, and 1995, we looked at whether the
families were the subject of subsequent investigations over one-, two-, and
three-year periods.  We excluded Hennepin County from the analysis.  Hennepin
County does not comply with DHS reporting requirements to use a single case
number for each maltreatment investigation involving the same family, making it
impractical for us to track repeated incidents of maltreatment. 1

We measured
rates of
repeated
maltreatment
over periods of
one, two, and
three years.

1  Department of Human Services, Instructional Bulletin # 93-68C (July 8, 1993), Attachment B,
4. While Hennepin County workers can link family records through the family’s name, the names
are not reported to DHS.  We also excluded Blue Earth County from the three-year analysis.  Blue
Earth County changed its family case numbering system between 1993 and 1994, so we were unable
to match 1993 reports with subsequent reports.



Overall, we found that at least 29 percent of families investigated for maltreatment
were the subject of another investigation during the next three years.  Of families
determined to have maltreated their children, at least 18 percent were determined
to have maltreated their children again within three years.  The actual rates of
repeated maltreatment are probably higher because these rates only include
repeated maltreatment (and repeated investigations) within the same county.   The
state’s maltreatment information system is unable to track cases across counties.
Based on our review of cases, we think there are some instances of repeated
maltreatment that occur despite appropriate interventions by the child protection
system.  But we think there are probably instances where children could be
protected more effectively through more thorough assessment, better case
monitoring, and more involvement of the courts when families do not comply
with agency interventions.

INCIDENCE OF REPEATED
MALTREATMENT

Table 3.1 shows the percentage of families that were the subject of more than one
maltreatment investigation for the state as a whole (excluding Hennepin County)
for different types of maltreatment. We found that:

• Of families that were the subject of a maltreatment investigation, 18
percent were the subject of another investigation in the same county
within one year, 25 percent were investigated again within two years,
and 29 percent were investigated again within three years.

Table 3.1: Subsequent Maltreatment Investigations
Over One-, Two-, and Three-Year Periods

Type of Maltreatment
Originally Investigated

Percent of Investigated Families With Subsequent
Investigations in the Same County During the Next:

12 Months  24 Months 36 Months

Physical Abuse 17% 24% 27%
Sexual Abuse 14 20 23
Mental Injury 19 23 28
Neglect 19 29 33
Any Maltreatment 18 25 29

NOTE:  The 12-month data indicate the percent of families investigated for maltreatment in 1995 that
were the subject of at least one additional maltreatment investigation within 12 months of the first
investigation.  The 24-month data indicate the percent of families investigated for maltreatment in 1994
that were the subject of at least one additional maltreatment investigation within 24 months of the first
investigation.  The 36-month data indicate the percent of families investigated for maltreatment in 1993
that were the subject of at least one additional maltreatment investigation within 36 months of the first
investigation.  All results exclude Hennepin County and reports of maltreatment in facilities.  The
36-month results also exclude Blue Earth County.

SOURCE:  Program Evaluation Division analysis of child maltreatment data that counties submitted to
the Department of Human Services.

Twenty-nine
percent of
families
investigated in
1993 were
investigated
again in the
same county
within three
years.

54 CHILD PROTECTIVE SERVICES



There were 10,925 families (excluding Hennepin and Blue Earth counties) who
were the subject of at least one maltreatment investigation in 1993.  We found that
3,134 of those families (29 percent) were the subject of at least one additional
maltreatment investigation within three years.  Sixty-three percent of the 3,134
families had only one subsequent maltreatment investigation within three years
and 37 percent had two or more subsequent investigations.  Seven families were
the subject of ten or more investigations, and one family was the subject of 14
investigations within a three-year period.

Table 3.1 also shows that families that were investigated for neglecting their
children were slightly more likely to be investigated again than were families
investigated for other types of maltreatment.  For example, 33 percent of families
originally investigated for neglect were investigated again at least once within
three years (1993-96), compared to 28 percent of families originally investigated
for mental injury, 27 percent of families originally investigated for physical abuse,
and 23 percent of families originally investigated for sexual abuse.

We believe that the percentages reported in Table 3.1 may understate the true level
of ‘‘recidivism’’ for several reasons.  First, some repeated maltreatment likely
went undetected and unreported.  Second, the percentages do not include families
that moved and were the subject of maltreatment investigations in a different
county or state.  Each county has its own case numbering system and there is no
central state registry of victims or perpetrators that would permit cross-county
matching.  Third, some county staff told us that they do not always provide DHS
with information on newly investigated reports of maltreatment if the family is
already under investigation or receiving services.  It is also worth noting that some
children were placed out-of-home for part or all of the follow-up period, so they
were not at risk of maltreatment from their parents for as long as the other
children whose records we tracked.

As a second measure of maltreatment recidivism, we looked at families where
county investigators determined that maltreatment occurred.  As shown in Table
3.2,

• Of families with maltreatment determinations, 11 percent were
determined to have maltreated their children again in the same county
within one year, 15 percent did so within two years, and 18 percent did
so within three years.

There were 4,552 families (excluding Hennepin and Blue Earth counties) who
were found by county investigators to have maltreated their children at least once
in 1993.  We found that 835 of those families (18 percent) were found to have
maltreated their children within the same county at least once more within three
years.  Three-fourths of those 835 families had one subsequent maltreatment
finding and one-fourth were found to have maltreated their children at least two
more times within three years.  Sixteen families maltreated their children five or
more times and one family was found to have maltreated its children eight times
within three years.

Of families
with
maltreatment
determinations
in 1993, 18
percent had
another
determination
in the same
county within
three years.
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Table 3.2 also shows that families who were determined to have neglected or
caused mental injury to their children were slightly more likely to have maltreated
their children again than were families determined to have physically or sexually
abused their children.  For example, 22 percent of families originally determined
to have neglected their children and 21 percent of families originally determined
to have caused mental injury were determined to have maltreated their children
again within three years (1993-96), compared to 16 percent of families originally
determined to have physically abused and 15 percent of families originally
determined to have sexually abused their children.

Although we were unable to use the state’s maltreatment information system to
measure repeated maltreatment in Hennepin County, researchers from Hennepin
County recently used the county’s maltreatment information system to study the
issue.2  The study examined families that were first investigated for child
maltreatment in 1990, 1991, and 1992, and it looked at repeated investigations of
maltreatment within one, two, and three years of the close of the original
investigation.3  The results were similar to our findings for other counties in
Minnesota.  The study found that 17 percent of investigated families were
investigated again within one year, while 25 percent had subsequent investigations

Table 3.2:  Subsequent Maltreatment Determinations
Over One-, Two-, and Three-Year Periods

Type of Maltreatment
Originally Determined

Percent of Families With Subsequent Determination
in the Same County During the Next:

12 Months 24 Months 36 Months

Physical Abuse 11% 14% 16%
Sexual Abuse   7 10 15
Mental Injury 13 14 21
Neglect 13 19 22
Any Maltreatment 11 15 18

NOTE:  The 12-month data indicate the percent of families with a maltreatment determination in 1995
who were the subject of at least one additional maltreatment determination within 12 months of the first
determination.  The 24-month data indicate the percent of families with a maltreatment determination in
1994 who were the subject of at least one additional maltreatment determination within 24 months of
the first determination. The 36-month data indicate the percent of families with a maltreatment
determination in 1993 who were the subject of at least one additional maltreatment determination within
36 months of the first determination.  All results exclude Hennepin County and reports of maltreatment
in facilities.  The 36-month results also exclude Blue Earth County.

SOURCE:  Program Evaluation Division analysis of child maltreatment data that counties submitted to
the Department of Human Services.

Repeat cases of
neglect are
more common
than repeat
cases of abuse.
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2  Hennepin County Office of Budget and Finance, Analysis of Multiple Protection Investigation
Assessments in Child Protection Services (Minneapolis, April 1995).

3  This is slightly different from our approach, which tracked new investigations within one, two,
and three years of the date the initial maltreatment report was received. The Hennepin County study
excluded families that had been investigated for child maltreatment in the two years prior to the
study year (although they could not do so for unsubstantiated cases if the family had requested that
the records be destroyed).   New incidents of maltreatment were not counted if they were made
while the family was receiving child protective services, so rates of repeated maltreatment may have
been underreported.



within two years, and 30 percent had new investigations within three years. 4  The
study also found slightly higher rates of repeated investigations for neglect cases.
Over the three-year period, 32 percent of the families originally investigated for
neglect were the subject of another investigation within three years, compared
with 28 percent of the families investigated for physical abuse and 23 percent of
the families investigated for sexual abuse.5

In some counties, nearly half of investigated families had a subsequent
investigation within three years, as shown in Table 3.3.  Some of the variation in
county rates may be due to differences in county screening practices and
maltreatment definitions.  For example, if two counties receive the same number
of maltreatment allegations but one investigates more cases and determines
maltreatment more often, the rates of recidivism would likely be higher in that
county.  It is also possible that counties with very low rates of repeated
maltreatment have not reported all instances of maltreatment to DHS.

Table 3.3: Subsequent Maltreatment Over Three-Year
Period for Selected Counties

County

Percent of Families
Investigated For Maltreatment
in 1993 That Were Investigated

Again in the Same County
Within Three Years

Percent of Families With
Maltreatment Determined in

1993 That Had Another
Determination in the Same
County Within Three Years

Faribault 48% 38%
Hubbard 47 29
Pipestone 46 42
Winona 46 20
Clay 42 26

Hennepin 30 19
Ramsey 28 19

Wright 20  9
Renville 19 8
Nobles 17 11
Todd 15 0
Sherburne 10 5

Statewide 29% 18%

NOTE:  The table includes Hennepin County, Ramsey County, the five counties with the highest
percentage of families with subsequent investigations, and the five counties with the lowest percentage.
Thirty-one counties with fewer than 50 families investigated in 1993 are excluded.  Hennepin results are
for families originally investigated in 1990 and 1991.  Statewide results exclude Hennepin and Blue
Earth counties.

SOURCE:  Program Evaluation Division analysis of child maltreatment data that counties submitted to
the Department of Human Services.  Hennepin County results are from Hennepin County Office of
Budget and Finance, Analysis of Multiple Protection Investigation Assessments in Child Protection
Services  (Minneapolis, April 1995).

In some
counties, nearly
half of all
investigated
families were
investigated
again within
three years.
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4  Hennepin County, Analysis of Multiple Protection Assessments, 7.

5  Ibid., 10.



We also looked at the relationship of county risk assessments to the likelihood of
repeated maltreatment. We found that:

• Families originally rated by county investigators as ‘‘no’’ or ‘‘low’’
risk had a lower rate of repeated maltreatment determinations than
families rated as ‘‘intermediate’’ or ‘‘high’’ risk, but there was little
difference in the rate of repeated maltreatment between intermediate
and high risk families.

As shown in Table 3.4, 22 percent of the high risk families, 23 percent of
intermediate risk families, and 13 percent of no or low risk families originally
determined to have maltreated their children in 1993 had another maltreatment
determination within three years.  For families investigated for maltreatment in
1993, intermediate risk families (38 percent) were also more likely than high risk
families (31 percent) to have been investigated for maltreatment again within
three years. As noted in Chapter 2, counties use the risk assessment tool to help
make decisions about when to open cases for services.  Our findings raise
questions about the accuracy of county risk assessment tools for predicting future
incidents of maltreatment.  It is conceivable that effective interventions may have
produced recidivism rates for high risk families that were equal to or lower than
the rates for intermediate risk families, but it is also possible that the risk
assessments were not sufficiently predictive.6  

In our view, it is not possible to reliably evaluate how Minnesota’s rates of
repeated maltreatment compare with those in other states.  There have been
relatively few studies of repeated maltreatment, and the studies have used varying
definitions of recidivism and reported widely varying results.  State laws and
practices regarding what constitutes maltreatment may also differ.  Although no

Table 3.4: Subsequent Maltreatment Over Three-Year
Period by Family Risk Level

Risk Level

Percent of Families
Investigated For Maltreatment
in 1993 That Were Investigated

Again in the Same County
Within Three Years

Percent of Families With
Maltreatment Determined
in 1993 That Had Another
Determination in the Same
County Within Three Years

No or Low Risk 26% 13%
Intermediate Risk 38 23
High Risk 31 22

SOURCE:  Program Evaluation Division analysis of child maltreatment data that counties submitted to
the Department of Human Services.

Families 
rated as "high"
risks did not
have the
highest levels of
maltreatment
"recidivism."
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6 We considered whether the lower recidivism rates of high risk families could reflect their greater
likelihood of receiving services.  We found that the provision of services did not seem to explain the
recidivism pattern, although we did not have good indicators of the intensity or quality of services
provided.  Among families determined to need services, the rate of repeated investigation for high
risk families was 31 percent, compared with 37 percent for intermediate risk families.  Among
families that were not found to need services, the rates of repeated investigation were about the same
for high (41 percent) and intermediate (40 percent) risk families.



consensus has emerged about ‘‘typical’’ rates of repeated maltreatment, some
recent studies showed that:

• Ten percent of Colorado families that had been the subject of maltreatment
determinations during 1986-89 had subsequent maltreatment
determinations within two years, and 14 percent had new determinations
within four years.7

• Seventeen percent of children admitted to a pediatric hospital for abuse
victims in Chicago in 1986 and 1987 were the subject of a substantiated
maltreatment report within five to six years of their discharge date. 8

• Forty-eight percent of California families investigated for maltreatment in
1993 had been investigated at some previous time.9

CAN REPEATED MALTREATMENT BE
PREVENTED?

Minnesota law declares that ‘‘the public policy of this state is to protect children
whose health or welfare may be jeopardized through physical abuse, neglect, or
sexual abuse.’’10  Of course, child protection agencies typically do not intervene
directly in the lives of families until abuse or neglect has been reported.  But when
families have been the subject of multiple maltreatment investigations or
determinations, it is reasonable to ask whether agencies took appropriate steps to
protect the children.

We reviewed samples of child protection files in eight counties, and this section
focuses on cases which had repeated maltreatment (or repeated investigations)
within one family.  The cases discussed here are not a representative cross-section
of all child protection cases in the counties, but we think it is instructive to
consider their circumstances and the issues they raise.  We recognize that issues
may be clearer in hindsight than they were at the time the cases unfolded.

Sometimes it appeared to us that repeated incidents of maltreatment occurred
within families despite reasonable, active interventions by child protection
agencies.  Likewise, it is possible that some families had repeated maltreatment
determinations partly because their activities were being closely monitored by the
agencies.  For example:

We reviewed
child protection
case files in
eight counties.
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7  George Fryer and Thomas J. Miyoshi, ‘‘A Survival Analysis of the Revictimization of Children:
The Case of Colorado,’’ Child Abuse and Neglect (1994), 18:1063-1071.  Younger children were
more likely to be revictimized than older ones, and neglect cases had a higher rate of repeated
maltreatment than physical or sexual abuse cases.

8  Howard B. Levy, John Markovic, Urmila Chaudhry, Sharon Ahart, and Heriberto Torres,
‘‘Reabuse Rates in a Sample of Children Followed for Five Years After Discharge From a Child
Abuse Inpatient Assessment Program,’’ Child Abuse and Neglect (1995), 19:1363-1377.

9  Moira Inkelas and Neal Halfon, ‘‘Recidivism in Child Protective Services,’’ Children and Youth
Services Review (1997), 19:139-161.

10  Minn. Stat. §626.556, subd. 1.



• A child protection agency determined that neglect occurred when a mother
was arrested for drunk driving in May 1995 while her child was in the car.
During the investigation, child protection staff located the mother (her
whereabouts were previously unknown), arranged for her to get a chemical
dependency assessment, and took her to the assessment after she missed
previous appointments.  The chemical assessment found no evidence of
problems, and the agency’s records indicated that the son was well cared
for and that the family would receive ongoing home visits by a nurse.
Within two weeks of the date that the agency closed its investigation, the
mother abandoned her child for three days.

• One family was the subject of four investigations within a two-month
period in 1995, and each resulted in a maltreatment determination.  First, a
mother and her 16-year-old daughter argued, and the girl received an
abrasion when the mother pulled her to her room.  Two weeks later, and
during the time when the child protection agency was regularly monitoring
the family’s case, the mother and daughter fought, and the mother bruised
the daughter’s head.  The agency offered the family intensive, in-home
services; the mother refused but signed a voluntary child placement
agreement.  Three weeks later, the child protection agency was told of an
incident (perhaps from several months earlier) in which the mother pointed
a gun at the daughter and threatened her; maltreatment was determined for
this previous incident.  Finally, the parents refused to allow the daughter to
return home after her placement, so the county made a fourth
determination of maltreatment--for neglect of the child.

Repeated maltreatment within a family sometimes involves different perpetrators,
different victims, and different types of maltreatment.  In such cases, it may have
been especially difficult for the child protection agencies to foresee all of the risks
for harm, since some of the problems that eventually became apparent differed
considerably from those that were the subject of the original investigations:

• A county determined that a mother neglected her children (ages seven and
ten) in May 1995 when she sent them home on their bikes alone while she
stayed at a bar.  In June 1995, one of these children was hit by his father’s
fiancee, resulting in bruises and a determination of maltreatment.

• Over a five-year period, a county made determinations of child neglect
related to four separate reports against a mother of three children.  The
mother’s boyfriend then allegedly physically abused one of the children, so
all of the children went to live with their grandparents.  Subsequently, the
county determined that the grandfather physically abused the children.

• In 1995, a child protection agency determined that a mother neglected her
four children, and it placed the children out-of-home.  Previously, the
county had determined that the mother’s boyfriend sexually abused one of
the children, and that the maternal grandparents neglected the children.

Sometimes
there are
multiple
victims,
perpetrators,
and types of
maltreatment
within a family.
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Although patterns of maltreatment within families are sometimes complex,
several county child protection staff we interviewed thought that their agencies
could do a better job of identifying risks of repeated maltreatment and intervening
to prevent it.  ‘‘We’ve become observers to the demise of children,’’ said one
child protection employee.  Some staff thought that investigations and
assessments were not sufficiently thorough due to staffing limitations, and some
expressed concern that investigations can become too narrowly focused.  For
instance, they said that child protection workers sometimes restrict their
investigations to determining whether or not an alleged incident did, in fact, occur,
and this can result in too little attention being given to evidence of (1) other family
problems that could pose a threat to children’s safety, or (2) family strengths that
could provide a foundation for addressing family problems.  In the following
example, a supervisor seems to have instructed staff to limit the scope of
investigations:

• On January 4, 1995, a relative reported that a mother was physically
abusing her nine-year-old son.  The caseworker determined that neglect
and threats of physical abuse occurred and closed the investigation January
27.  The mother was not interested in protective services, so a case was not
opened.  Five days later, a school social worker called child protection to
convey concerns that the boy had been physically abused.  A note from a
child protection supervisor expressed frustration about the new
investigation:  ‘‘It is truly amazing how we as an agency can constantly
intrude into the lives of families such as this without any statements or
visible injuries.  If the original allegation does not indicate physical
abuse issues, we should not be asking now.  If you have already
interviewed the children and discussed the concerns of the original report
with the parents, offer resources and close’’ (emphasis added).

Child protection agencies’ efforts to intervene with families are sometimes met
with resistance.  When this happens, the county is supposed to petition the court to
require protective or other services on behalf of the children. 11  But some families
move out of the county before investigations are completed, services are provided,
or the court is petitioned:

• A Minnesota county received a report of child maltreatment in February
1995 and determined that a mother neglected her two-year-old son.  The
mother did not want chemical dependency treatment and the county
determined that no protective services were needed.  The county received
another report of neglect in June 1995; the county determined that
maltreatment occurred but that no services were needed because the
mother had left the state.  After the mother returned to Minnesota, the child
protection agency determined in March 1996 that she again neglected her
child, but this time she agreed to receive services.  Following another
neglect determination in December 1996, the mother again moved to
another state with her child.  The Minnesota county subsequently closed its
child protection case, noting that the mother’s chemical problems had
continued and her risk of repeated maltreatment was high.

Some child
protection staff
think that
investigations
focus too
narrowly on
the alleged
incidents.
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• On October 3, 1995, a county placed two children (ages one and two) in an
emergency shelter following a drug raid of their house.  The county
determined that the mother neglected her children, and the police arrested
her for child endangerment.  The child protection agency was going to
monitor the family for two months to help determine a need for further
services, but the case was closed October 23 when the mother moved to
Illinois.  When the mother returned to Minnesota in November, the county
reopened the child protection case.  The mother then moved to a
neighboring Minnesota county in February 1996, which chose not to open
a case.

• In 1994, a county investigated allegations that a mother smoked crack in
front of her two-year-old son and left the child for long periods without
adequate supervision.  The mother and child moved from the state, so the
county was unable to develop evidence to determine whether maltreatment
had occurred.  The mother returned to Minnesota, and her boyfriend was
investigated for physical abuse of her six-month-old daughter (reported on
April 8, 1995).  The children were removed from the home but were
returned April 16 after the mother got an order for protection against the
boyfriend.  The mother abandoned her infant the next morning (April 17).
The child’s father immediately travelled to Minnesota and offered to help
the mother establish a good home for the children in another state.  The
abandoned child was returned to her parents on April 19.  By 1996, the
mother had returned to Minnesota and reported to a child protection
agency that an ex-boyfriend had inappropriately touched her son.  But the
mother and family left the state again, preventing the county from
interviewing the child and making a maltreatment determination.

When a family that is under investigation or receiving services moves to another
county or state, the original child protection agency may refer the case to the child
protection agency in the family’s new location.  But sometimes the family does
not inform the original county that it has moved, or where it has moved.  Also,
there are no requirements that agencies in the new location provide services or
continue previously-started investigations.  And, as noted in Chapter 2, Minnesota
counties do not have access to a statewide registry of maltreatment victims or
perpetrators, so they may know little about the maltreatment history of a family
that has recently moved into the county.

The safety of maltreated children can be affected by the thoroughness of county
investigations, the effectiveness of services provided, and the willingness of
counties to petition the courts in cases involving uncooperative families.  It is
difficult to conclusively evaluate county efforts solely by reviewing case files,
which may not fully convey the information that agency staff had at the time they
made key decisions.  But we saw cases, such as the following, in which it was
unclear to us that the counties made sufficient efforts on behalf of maltreated (or
allegedly maltreated) children:

• On four separate occasions between 1991 and 1996, a county determined
that a mother neglected her children by failing to provide adequate shelter,

Investigations
and services
sometimes end
when families
move to other
counties or
states.
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food, and supervision.  The county attorney’s office filed criminal neglect
charges against the mother in mid-1996 but expressed concern that the
child protection agency had never filed a CHIPS petition.  In 1997, an
assistant county attorney wrote:  ‘‘The criminal court is clearly of the
impression that [a CHIPS petition] ought to have already been filed.  It
does not make sense to [the criminal court judge] that such outrageous
treatment of a child can merit the involvement of the criminal court system
and yet not be brought to the attention of the juvenile court. ’’12

• In November 1995, a severely disabled girl was admitted to a hospital with
a fever and vaginal discharge.  The child protection agency determined that
the girl had been sexually abused, but it was unable to identify the
perpetrator.  In April 1996, the girl became ill and was not brought to the
hospital by her parents until she was near death; this incident did not result
in a child protection investigation.  In May 1996, the child protection
agency investigated a report of bruises on the girl’s leg that were the result
of an incident that occurred while she was in her parents’ care, but the
agency did not determine that maltreatment occurred because of the
possibility that the injuries were accidental.  In March 1997, the child
protection agency found that someone apparently injured the girl by
pulling her ribs until they protruded from her body, but it made no
determination of maltreatment because the cause of the injury was unclear.
Even if the county could not determine the perpetrators of these acts or
whether they were accidental, it could be argued that this vulnerable
child’s caregivers neglected to provide her with a safe environment.

• On February 1, 1995, school staff expressed serious concern about a
teenager who stole money to buy food, apparently because he did not get
enough to eat at home.  According to a school counselor, the boy’s home
situation was the most emotionally abusive environment she had seen in
more than 20 years with the schools.  Within days of receiving the report,
the child protection agency closed the investigation without determining
that maltreatment occurred, but it referred the family to a licensed therapist
in order to better assess the emotional abuse.  The mother was
uncooperative, and the therapist refused to meet with her.  Subsequently,
the therapist referred the case back to child protection on March 16.  This
second report resulted in the boy being placed out of the home March 17,
and the county agency’s subsequent investigation determined that
maltreatment occurred.  The case file did not indicate that the home
situation worsened between February 1 and March 16, so it is unclear why
the first investigation ended so quickly, and without a maltreatment
determination.

Sometimes it appeared to us that perpetrators were not required by the courts or
by counties to demonstrate their competence as caregivers for a sufficiently long
period of time before cases were closed or children were returned home.  This
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cases because the juvenile courts often play an active role in developing and monitoring family case
plans.  In contrast, he noted, criminal courts often play a more limited role in determining the
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seemed particularly true in the case of chemically dependent caregivers.  Some
had abused drugs or alcohol for many years and had been in many treatment
programs.  Although chemical dependency treatment research has shown that
relapses are common, some case plans only required perpetrators to demonstrate
that they had completed treatment programs, not that they were ‘‘clean and
sober.’’  Other plans required that perpetrators demonstrate sobriety, but often the
period of monitoring was relatively short.  Children who remained in the home
were at risk of maltreatment when their chemically-dependent parents received
‘‘second chances’’ before chemical problems were addressed or ongoing drug
testing was in place:

• A 24-year-old mother and her newborn child tested positive for cocaine in
April 1995.  The county determined that maltreatment occurred and
provided protective services.  The county closed the case in August 1995
although the mother was still using drugs and not following through on her
chemical dependency treatment.  At the time, county staff noted that the
mother provided ‘‘at least the minimum care for her two children.’’  When
the mother left the children alone and got drunk the next month, she agreed
to voluntarily place her children in foster care.  The children returned home
in August 1996 after the mother completed a treatment program.  Two
months later, she refused to comply with aftercare and drug tests, and the
children were placed in foster care again.

• The court placed four children out-of-home in 1994 following a
determination of child neglect.  The mother received various services,
including treatment for chemical abuse.  The children were reunited with
the mother in 1995 (one in January, one in July, and two in November).
Child protection continued to monitor the family until April 1996, when
the case was closed.  One of the children was beaten to death in 1997.  The
medical examiner’s report indicated that the child had been subjected to
long-term physical abuse, and court records indicated that the mother had
apparently relapsed with her chemical problems during early 1996.

• A county determined that a mother neglected her three children in
September 1990 after she drank too much and left them unattended.
Pursuant to a CHIPS petition, the court placed the children--two with a
maternal grandmother and one with a paternal grandmother.  The court
ordered the mother to obtain a chemical dependency assessment and heed
the assessment’s treatment recommendations.  She did not complete the
assessment until nearly a year later, and then she did not attend the alcohol
treatment program to which she was referred.  In the meantime, she had a
fourth child, whom she abandoned several months after the birth.  The
court placed the child with the maternal grandparents.  In October 1992,
after the mother completed treatment, the court dismissed the CHIPS
petition and returned three children to the mother (paternal grandparents
were awarded permanent custody of the second youngest child in October
1993).  In October 1994 and January 1995, the mother got drunk and
abandoned the children, and both incidents resulted in maltreatment
determinations.  In June 1995, the court granted a new CHIPS petition and
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placed the mother’s three children with relatives and ordered chemical
dependency and psychological assessments.  A June 1996 report to the
court indicated that the mother had not yet obtained the assessments and
was still drinking.  The mother gave birth to another child in October 1996,
and she abandoned the child in both April and May 1997.  The court
placed the infant with a relative and again ordered assessments.  At the
time we reviewed the file, the mother was in a 90-day residential treatment
program and her five children were in temporary or permanent living
arrangements with family members.

• In 1989, a mother left her baby with drunk strangers at a party for three
hours, resulting in a determination of maltreatment.  In 1991, the county
determined that the mother was too intoxicated to care for her child, but no
services were provided because the family moved from the county.  The
mother moved back to the county, and in 1993 the county again found that
she was too drunk to care for her children.  The children were placed with
an aunt and returned to the mother in 1994.  In 1995, the child protection
agency received a report that one of the children had lice and had missed a
lot of school; the report also indicated that the mother had continuing
chemical problems.  The county determined that maltreatment had
occurred, and the children were placed in foster care.  Although the mother
failed to complete a treatment program, the children were reunited with
their mother in June 1996.  The mother failed to complete a subsequent
treatment program in 1996, and the case file noted new reports of lice
problems in late 1996 and mid-1997.

In some cases we reviewed, it is possible that investigating agencies did not
sufficiently reduce the risk of subsequent maltreatment by conducting proper
assessments, communicating information to other agencies, or offering services to
families.  For example:

• A county was preparing to close a child protection case in 1996 after
reuniting several children with their mother, but one of the children
reported to her mother that her stepfather had molested her.  Child
protection staff subsequently ‘‘rediscovered’’ information in the family’s
child protection file that indicated that a local hospital had identified
genital warts for one of the children in 1994--but an assessment of sexual
abuse had never been conducted by the child protection agency.  In 1996,
the county made a determination of maltreatment for this 1994 abuse, but
the file contained no indication that the county investigated in 1996
whether the sexual abuse victim’s siblings were ever abused by this
perpetrator.  In 1997, one of these siblings told a counselor that she had
been sexually abused by the man who abused her sister.  The child
protection agency did not make a maltreatment determination, noting that
information on the incident was vague, and the incident may have occurred
several years earlier.  Furthermore, a purported eyewitness to the abuse
was now refusing to discuss the matter with the child protection agency.  In
this case, the county’s failure to conduct a timely investigation of sexual
abuse could have put the victim and her siblings at further risk.  In
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addition, had a timely investigation uncovered allegations of abuse toward
other siblings, it is possible that better evidence could have been developed
to document maltreatment and intervene on behalf of the victims.

• In December 1995, a county child protection agency investigated possible
neglect of a seven-year-old girl.  When the agency did a criminal check on
the girl’s father, it discovered that he had been charged with child
endangerment several months earlier for driving drunk with his two
children in the car.  Apparently, law enforcement had not reported this case
to the county child protection agency, so no assessment of the family had
been conducted and no services had been offered to the family.

Some of the families whose cases we reviewed were the subject of repeated
investigations, determinations, and services over a period of many years.  There is
no statewide database that indicates the length of time a given child protection
case was open, nor the cumulative time that cases for one family were open over a
period of years.  But child protection agencies sometimes intervene with
individual families over periods of many years, with child victims sometimes
growing up to become adult perpetrators:

• A family with three children was the subject of numerous child protection
investigations for neglect, physical abuse, and sexual abuse between 1979
and 1996.  The child protection agency offered protective services many
times during this period, but the family sometimes refused to participate
and the county sometimes closed the case when the family reached a
‘‘minimally acceptable’’ level of functioning and further services were
considered futile.  At several times when cases were closed, staff notes
commented that the family was likely to be reported for problems again
soon--and it was.  In 1995, the county investigated allegations that the
oldest daughter--a victim in previous reports--was neglecting her
one-month-old child.  She voluntarily transferred legal custody of the child
to her aunt in 1996, by which time she was pregnant again.

Laws enacted by the U.S. Congress and Minnesota Legislature in 1997 were
intended to shorten the amount of time that the courts have for making permanent
placement determinations for children placed out-of-home. 13  It will take time to
determine whether the laws have the intended impact.  In cases where children
have not been placed outside their homes by the courts, families could still be the
subject of repeated child protection investigations, determinations, and services,
perhaps over many years.  But it is likely that the new laws would have expedited
the child placement process in some of the cases discussed above, perhaps
resulting in faster permanent removal of children from high-risk homes.

In the files we reviewed, we saw cases where the eventual consequences of
repeated maltreatment determinations for some parents were very serious,
including criminal prosecutions, placement of children away from home, and
termination of parental rights.  Overall, however, it seemed to us that:
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• Children in some families could probably be more effectively
protected from repeated maltreatment:

1) if counties had better methods of identifying the types of cases in
which repeated maltreatment is most likely to occur, as dis -
cussed in Chapter 2 and earlier in Chapter 3; 

2) if child protection agencies and courts monitored the behavior of
high-risk families for longer periods, with caseplans that in -
cluded behavior-related goals (e.g., sobriety) rather than only
process-related goals (e.g., completion of programs);

3) if family assessments focused broadly on the problems and
strengths of families, not solely on investigating the incidents
that led to the initial allegations; and

4) if counties petitioned the courts more quickly in some cases in -
volving non-compliant families.

We recognize that current county and court practices may reflect constraints on
their staff and budgets.  For instance, counties probably conduct narrow
investigations of particular incidents partly because these require less staff time
than broad-based family assessments.  Likewise, increasing the number of cases
with CHIPS petitions would increase the workloads of the county attorneys who
file these cases and the child protection staff who monitor them.  In Chapter 5, we
discuss staffing issues in child protection agencies more fully.

SUMMARY

Minnesota does not have child protection information systems that make it
possible to readily determine whether a family has been the subject of
maltreatment determinations or investigations in more than one county.  This
limited our ability to comprehensively evaluate rates of repeated maltreatment
statewide.  But we did find that 18 percent of families who were the subject of
maltreatment determinations had another determination in the same county within
three years, and 29 percent of families who were the subject of maltreatment
investigations were again investigated in that county within three years.  We think
it is possible that some instances of repeated maltreatment could be prevented
through more aggressive or long-term interventions by child protection agencies
or the courts.

Improved
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The differing responses probably partly reflected the fact that we asked the
various groups of respondents to evaluate different aspects of child protection
work.  For example, we asked judges to evaluate consistency for the small
subset of child protection cases where substitute care is considered, but we
asked pediatricians and school social workers a more broadly-stated question
about the various types of decisions that child protection staff make.  Also, we
asked law enforcement officials about the consistency of investigative
methods used, not the consistency of the eventual decisions.

GOALS OF CHILD PROTECTION
AGENCIES

Nationally and in Minnesota, there has been considerable debate about what
the goals of the child protection system should be.  On the one hand,
Minnesota rules state that the purpose of child protective services is to “protect 
children from maltreatment,” and state law says that the “paramount
consideration in all [court] proceedings concerning a child alleged or found to
be in need of protection or services is the best interests of the child.”16 

But there has been significant emphasis on “family preservation” since
passage of the federal Adoption Assistance and Child Welfare Act of 1980,
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Table 4.6:  Perceptions About the Consistency of Child Protection
Practices

Per centage of Re spon dents Who Said:
Some times,

Al ways or Rarely, or Don't Survey
Child Pro tec tion Staff: Usu ally Never Know         Respon dents       

Use con sis tent cri te ria to make 
de ci sions.

38% 50% 12% School so cial work ers
26 42 29 Pediatricians

Are con sis tent in the way they 
in ves ti gate cases. 

87 10 2 Law en force ment of fi cials

Have con sis tent ways to evalu ate 
which chil dren need sub sti tute care. 

62 15 23 Judges

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion sur veys, August-September 1997 (N = 385 school so cial work ers, 225 pe dia tri cians, 147  law
en force ment of fi cials, and 140 judges).  

16  Minn. Rules 9560.0210 and Minn. Stat. §260.011, subd. 2.



which required child welfare agencies to make “reasonable efforts” to prevent
out-of-home placement of children.17  Advocates of family preservation
believe that it is usually in the interests of children to maintain family bonds:

Chil dren crave con ti nu ity in their re la tion ships with their par ents.  Fam -
ily ties sur vive even through pe ri ods of tre men dous cri sis and trou ble. . . . 
In creas ingly, it is evi dent that there are ways to help fami lies change and
b ecome safe and strong with out re mov ing chil dren from home.18

Others believe that family preservation efforts have allowed too many children 
to remain in dangerous households:

The es sen tial first step in cre at ing a safe world for chil dren is to aban don
the fan tasy that child wel fare agen cies can bal ance the goals of pro tect ing 
chil dren and pre serv ing fami lies, [re turn ing in stead] to the pol icy of the
early 1960s that es tab lished child safety as the over rid ing goal of the
child wel fare sys tem. . . .  The re al ity of cur rent child wel fare pol icy is
that the rights of par ents are al most al ways given greater weight than the
rights of chil dren.19

Minnesota law requires courts to ensure “reasonable efforts. . . to eliminate the 
need for removal [from the home] and to reunite the child with the child’s
family at the earliest possible time, consistent with the best interests, safety,
and protection of the child” (emphasis added).20  As such, it requires efforts to
keep families together while acknowledging the continuing need to protect
children.

Our surveys asked four categories of professionals to characterize the goals of
county child protection staff in practice.  As shown in Figure 4.4, their
opinions differed considerably:

• School social workers and pediatricians were more likely than
judges or law enforcement officials to cite family preservation,
rather than protection of children, as the goal that is more
important to child protection staff.

• Judges were more likely than others to cite protection of children,
rather than family preservation, as the goal that is more important
to child protection staff.

• A majority of law enforcement officials said that the goals of family 
preservation and protection of children are equally important to
child protection staff.
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17  P.L. 96- 272.

18  Abi gail Nor man, Keep ing Fami lies To gether:  The Case for Fam ily Pres er va tion (New York: 
Edna McCon nell Clark Foun da tion, 1985), 1-2.

19  Rich ard J. Gelles, The Book of David (New York:  Ba sicBooks, 1996), 148, 150.

20  Minn. Stat. §260.012 (a).



It is difficult to reconcile these results.  Perhaps the results reflect real
differences in the types of child protection cases these groups commonly see,
or perhaps the respondents’ differences in backgrounds and training partly
explain their differing perceptions about the priorities of child protection
agencies.  Whatever the explanation, it appears to us that there is little
consensus about the predominant goal of Minnesota’s child protection
agencies.

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CHILD
PROTECTION AND LAW ENFORCEMENT
AGENCIES

Child protection agencies and law enforcement agencies both play important
roles in local governments’ responses to allegations of child maltreatment.  If
a report of maltreatment alleges that a criminal law was broken, a local police
or sheriff’s department conducts an “investigation” and a county child
protection agency conducts an “assessment.”  (In practice, many child
protection staff refer to “assessments” as “investigations” and we usually use
the term “investigation” in this report to describe the fact-finding process of
child protection agencies.)  Although the agencies prepare separate reports
summarizing the results of their investigations, state law requires local law
enforcement and county child protection agencies to “coordinate the planning
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and execution of their respective investigation and assessment efforts to avoid
a duplication of fact-finding efforts and multiple interviews.”21

Through our surveys we found that:

• Law enforcement agencies and county child protection agencies
generally believe they have established cooperative working
relationships with each other.  Most other professionals we
surveyed said this has usually been the case.

Table 4.7 shows how various categories of professionals evaluated the law
enforcement-child protection relationship.  For all groups, the percentage who
said that the relationship was “usually” or “always” cooperative far
outnumbered the percentage who said the relationship was “sometimes, rarely, 
or never” cooperative.  In addition, our surveys indicated that more than 80
percent of law enforcement officials think that their agencies and child
protection agencies “usually” or “always” have clear divisions of investigative 
responsibilities for physical abuse, sexual abuse, and neglect cases.22

Interestingly, these apparently good working relationships and clear divisions
of responsibility occurred despite the absence of formal inter-agency
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Table 4.7:  Perceptions About the Working Relationship Between Child
Protection and Law Enforcement Agencies

Per cent age of Re spon dents Who Said That Child Pro tec tion
      Staff Work Co op era tively With Law En force ment Staff:    

Al ways or
Al most Rarely or Don't 

Sur vey Re spon dents    Al ways  Usu ally Some times    Never  Know

City po lice chiefs (N = 77) 69% 27% 3% 0% 1%
County sher iffs (N = 70) 79 17 3 1 0
County hu man serv ice di rec tors (N = 82) 68 29 2 0 0
Judges (N = 140) 34 46 5 1 14
School so cial work ers (N = 385) 27 31 17 3 21
Pe dia tri cians (N = 225) 20 36 9 1 32

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion sur veys, August- September 1997.

Law
enforcement
and child
protection
agencies 
have usually
developed good
relationships
with each other.

21  Minn. Stat. §626.556, subd. 10 (a).

22  The per cent age of law en force ment heads who said that there is “al ways or al most al ways” a
clear di vi sion of in ves ti ga tive re spon si bili ties was 42 per cent for physi cal abuse, 54 per cent for
sex ual abuse, and 40 per cent for ne glect cases.  Add ing re spon dents who said “usu ally,” the per -
cent ages rose to 84, 88, and 82, re spec tively.



agreements in most counties.  The Child Welfare League of America’s
standards for child maltreatment services indicate that child protection
agencies should establish formal, written interagency agreements with law
enforcement agencies that address topics such as roles and responsibilities,
circumstances that require joint investigations, and training.23  Similarly,
guidelines developed by the National Association of Public Child Welfare
Administrators also suggest the need for formal agreements.24  Our survey of
county human services directors indicated that only 18 percent of county child
protection agencies had formal, written agreements with at least one law
enforcement agency.25

Police chiefs and sheriffs offered a variety of comments and suggestions
regarding the child protective services system.  The following is a small
sample of their comments:

“[Child pro tec tion] work ers of ten sub stan ti ate mal treat ment but close the
case due to the over load on the sys tem.  Also, they rarely bring a case to
CHIPS court even when evi dence ex ists to do so and when that lev er age
is needed.” (Po lice chief in the Twin Cit ies area)

“[Mod ify] data pri vacy laws to al low for eas ier ac cess to so cial serv ice
rec ords by law en force ment for in ves ti ga tive and in ter ven tion pur poses.”
(Po lice chief in south ern Min ne sota)

“[Child pro tec tion needs] more staff!  The lack of per son nel within the
agency makes it im pos si ble for all cases to get ap pro pri ate at ten tion.
Those cases that ap pear to be less im por tant ar en’t get ting in ves ti gated as 
thor oughly as they should.” (Po lice chief in the Twin Cit ies area)

“Elimi nate [the child pro tec tion agen cy’s] utili za tion of the Ten nes sen
warn ing when a crimi nal in ves ti ga tion is [be ing done].” 26 (Sher iff in
cen tral Min ne sota)

“I would like the su per vi sors in hu man serv ices to worry a lit tle less
about budget and a lit tle more about peo ple.” (Po lice chief in the Twin
Cit ies area)

“Have [a child pro tec tion] worker work ing out of our city in stead of trav -
el ing 20 miles from the in take unit.” (Po lice chief in north ern Min ne sota)
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Police chiefs
and sheriffs
offered a
variety of
suggestions for
improving child 
protective
services.

23  Child Wel fare League of Amer ica, Stan dards for Serv ice for Abused or Ne glected Chil dren
and Their Fami lies (Wash ing ton, D.C., 1988), 27.

24  Na tional As so cia tion of Pub li c Child Wel fare Ad min is tra tors, Guide lines for a Model Sys tem
of Pro tec tive Serv ices for Abused and Ne glected Chil dren and Their Fami lies (Wash ing ton, D.C., 
1988), 37.

25  We re viewed a sam ple of these in ter agency agree ments.  Parts of the agree ments merely re -
peated rele vant laws and rules, while other parts de line ated county- specific in ves ti ga tion and
child place ment pro ce dures that, in our view, might prove help ful.

26  Minn. Stat. §13.04, subd. 2 re quires in di vidu als asked to pro vide pri vate or con fi den tial data
to be in formed of the pur pose and in tended use of the data, whether the in di vid ual may ref use to
sup ply the data, any con se quences from re fus ing to sup ply the data, and the iden tity of per sons or 
en ti ties author ized to re ceive the data.  This is of ten called the “Ten nes sen warn ing,” af ter the
pro vi sion’s author (Sen. Rob ert Ten nes sen).



“Some times child pro tec tion work ers lose fo cus on their goal to pro tect
the child and fo cus too strongly on is sues that law en force ment has ex -
per tise in. . . .  When so cial work ers act like cops, the trust of so cial serv -
ices is com pro mised and the vic tim feels help less.” (Sher iff in south ern
Min ne sota)

“Have child pro tec tion work ers re spond to the scene of a child that needs 
place ment.  Pres ently law en force ment has to “ba bysit,” some times for
sev eral hours.” (Po lice chief in the Twin Cit ies area)

“[The] large ma jor ity of child pro tec tion work ers are ex cel lent.  Some
should be moni tored more closely by their su per vi sors.”  (Po lice chief in
Twin Cit ies area)

“In gen eral, the sys tem in Min ne sota should re act much sooner and
should not re turn these abused chil dren back into the fam ily.  This must
change or noth ing will.”  (Sher iff in west ern Min ne sota)

SERVICE NEEDS

About 21 percent of Minnesota’s cases investigated for possible maltreatment
are determined to need child protective services, meaning that county child
protection workers are required to maintain ongoing contact with the family
until the case is closed.  In additional cases (the number is not known), the
child protection agency refers families to public or private services without a
determination that protective services are needed.

We asked county human services directors to identify types of services that are 
not available in the quantity or quality necessary to meet the needs of their
families.  Table 4.8 shows those services that at least 15 percent of the human
service directors identified as one of their county’s “top three” unmet needs.
We found that:

• The most often-cited “unmet need” was truancy and educational
support services; 60 percent of responding directors said they did
not have services to meet this need, and one-third of the directors
identified it as one of their top three needs.

As shown, other services that were frequently cited as one of the counties’ top
three unmet needs included (in order):  intensive case management and crisis
intervention services, parenting education, transportation services, housing
assistance, and sex offender treatment.  When asked to identify the single most 
important unmet need, the following services were cited by at least five county 
human services directors:  truancy/educational support (nine directors),
parenting education and intensive crisis intervention (eight directors), victim
therapy/counseling and housing assistance (six directors), and perpetrator
therapy/counseling, sex offender treatment, and “family-systems” services
(five directors).  Services which were not among county human services
directors’ most frequently cited top three needs  included adult and children’s
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mental health services, child protection case worker meetings with families
(pre-arranged or unannounced), family therapy, infant/child health services,
chemical dependency treatment, kinship care, emergency shelter care, and
employment assistance.

In addition, we asked each human services director to identify the category of
maltreatment cases for which existing interventions or services were least
adequate to meet needs.  As shown in Table 4.9,

• Human services directors most often cited child neglect (of varying
types) as the category of maltreatment for which services were least 
adequate, followed by sexual abuse cases and mental injury cases.

Fourteen percent of directors said that services were least adequate for
educational neglect, and another 26 percent said that services were least
adequate for other types of neglect—a total of 40 percent.  In addition, 26
percent cited sexual abuse and 26 percent cited mental injury as the categories
of maltreatment with the weakest services.  None of the 82 human services
directors who responded to our survey cited physical abuse as the category of
maltreatment with the least adequate services.
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Table 4.8:  Top Unmet Service Needs Identified by
County Human Services Directors

 Per centage of Directors
 Who Iden ti fied This

Per centage of Di rec tors Who Serv ice as One
Said Their County Has an of Their Top Three 

Service Un met Need For This Serv ice       Un met Needs      

Tru ancy pro grams or other
edu ca tional sup port programs 60% 33%

In ten sive cri sis in ter ven tion and case
man age ment serv ices

49 26

Par ent ing edu ca tion 40 22

Trans por ta tion serv ices 51 22

Hous ing as sis tance 51 21

Sex of fender treat ment 45 18

Child care 37 15

Per pe tra tor ther apy/coun sel ing 55 15

Fos ter care 42 15

NOTE:  This list in cludes all serv ices ranked by at least 15 per cent of di rec tors as one of the “top
three” un met needs.  Fifty- six per cent of di rec tors said that they had un met needs for res pite care, but
only 11 per cent said it was one of their top three needs.

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion sur vey, Sep tem ber 1997 (N = 82).

Truancy and
educational
support
programs were
the top “unmet
need” noted by
county human
services
directors.



During our study, many people told us that the services provided to families
are affected by county budget constraints, and some said that budget
considerations played a larger role in county decision making than the
interests of children or families.  It is difficult to know for certain whether cost 
concerns have actually caused counties to make choices that were contrary to
the best interests of children or families.  According to our survey of county
human services directors,

• Relatively few county human services directors said that budget
considerations have caused their agencies to limit the number of
cases investigated or opened for services (5 and 12 percent,
respectively), but 42 percent of directors said that budget
considerations have caused them to limit the number of cases
recommended for out-of-home placement.

It is possible that budget considerations played a role in the decisions of more
counties but human services directors were reluctant to say this.  As one
district court judge commented in his survey response, “Child protection staff
(while they won’t so admit) are pressured because of budget constraints.
Twenty-five years ago when I started this job they had enough money to be
more aggressive in investigation and out-of-home placement.”

We asked judges to assess the impact of budget constraints in the cases they
have heard in the past two years, and Figure 4.5 shows that:

• More than 70 percent of judges said that budget considerations
have at least “sometimes” affected county recommendations and
actions regarding children in need of protection or services.
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Table 4.9:  County Human Services Directors’
Perceptions About Types of Maltreatment For Which
Services Are Least Adequate

Per centage of Di rec tors Who Said That
Serv ices Were Least Adequate 

Type of Maltreatment      For This Type of Maltreatment     

Physi cal abuse 0%

Sex ual abuse 26

Ne glect

• Edu ca tional ne glect 14

• Other ne glect 26

Men tal in jury 26

SOURCE:  Pro gram Evalua tion Di vi sion sur vey, Sep tem ber 1997 (N = 82).

Forty percent of 
directors said
that neglect
cases receive
the least
adequate
services.



In addition, 59 percent of judges said that lack of appropriate support services
has at least “sometimes” been a barrier to preserving or reunifying families,
and 63 percent of judges said that lack of appropriate substitute care has at

least “sometimes” been a barrier to making out-of-home placements.
Comments we received from judges included the following:

“Be cause of budget con straints, when the court re quests ob vi ous CHIPS
cases to be ini ti ated by the county, the county re fuses to as sist be cause
they have not risen to [a] level of emer gency. . . .  Where a cus tody
evalua tor in a pri vate case has rec om mended nei ther par ent to re ceive
cus tody, the county ig nores our pleas to ini ti ate a CHIPS pro ceed ing be -
cause of lack of man power!”

“The qual ity and level of le gal serv ices de liv ered by many county at tor -
neys’ of fices is a dis grace.  County boards don’t gen er ally like to spend
money on law yers.  If the state is go ing to man date serv ices, they must
fund them.  The budget con straints drive the sys tem.  Child pro tec tion
work ers. . . are the shock troops of the sys tem and are poorly sup ported.”

“Of ten early in ter ven tion could be a great help, but staff and budget re -
stric tions (and at times in dif fer ence) get in the way and the prob lems just
get more com plex and un solv able.”
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SUMMARY

Our surveys indicated that many school social workers and pediatricians
believe that the child protection system is not sufficiently responsive to their
concerns.  They also think the system does not give them enough information
about county screening criteria and what happens to the cases of suspected
maltreatment they report.  Law enforcement officials tended to evaluate the
performance of child protection agencies more favorably, and most people
who work with child protection cases think that law enforcement and child
protection agencies have established good working relationships with each
other.  Many county human services directors perceive a need for better
services for educationally neglected and truant children, and many mandated
reporters of maltreatment believe that child protection agencies are
understaffed.  Judges told us that child protection agencies sometimes give
troubled families too many “second chances,” and many said that budget
considerations affect county service recommendations for families.
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