
County child pro tec tion agen cies in Min ne sota
re ceive lim ited guid ance from state laws and

rules, rely con sid era bly on lo cal prop erty taxes,
and are sub ject to lit tle over sight by state 
gov ern ment or oth ers, 
ac cord ing to a re port by
the Leg is la tive Audi tor.

The study found that per
cap ita rates of child 
pro tec tion in ves ti ga tions
and mal treat ment 
de ter mi na tions vary
widely among coun ties,
partly re flect ing dif fer ing
in ter pre ta tions of 
mal treat ment defi ni tions
in state law.  A ma jor ity of 
county hu man serv ices
di rec tors said that they
would fa vor ad di tional
state guid ance about
which cases to in ves ti gate
and when to de ter mine
that mal treat ment has 
oc curred.

Cer tain pro fes sion als are
re quired by law to re port
in stances of sus pected
mal treat ment, but the
study found that many 
of these peo ple do not feel 
well- informed about the
cri te ria that child 
pro tec tion agen cies use to
make de ci sions or about
the out comes of the cases
they re port to coun ties.
For ex am ple, 63 per cent
of pe dia tri cians and 42 per cent of school so cial
work ers state wide said they were “some times,
rarely, or never” ade quately in formed about county 
cri te ria re gard ing which al le ga tions of physi cal

abuse to in ves ti gate.  In ad di tion, 69 per cent of
pe dia tri cians and 54 per cent of school so cial
work ers said they were “some times, rarely, or
never” in formed about case out comes, con trary to

the re quire ments of state
law.

In ad di tion, these
professionals ex pressed
con cerns about the
ef fec tive ness of child
pro tec tion in ter ven-
 tions—par ticu larly in cases 
of child ne glect, the most
com mon type of child
mal treat ment.  For
in stance, 55 per cent of
school so cial work ers and
45 per cent of pe dia tri cians
said that child pro tec tion
agen cies have “some times, 
rarely, or never” taken
ap pro pri ate steps to pro tect 
vic tims of child ne glect
from fur ther harm.

The study found that 29
per cent of Min ne sota
fami lies in ves ti gated for
mal treat ment in 1993 were
in ves ti gated again by the
same county within three
years.  Eighteen per cent of
fami lies de ter mined by
coun ties to have mal treated 
their chil dren in 1993 had
an other such find ing by the 
same county within three
years.

The re port sug gests that it might be pos si ble to
pro tect some chil dren more ef fec tively through
bet ter risk as sess ments, longer fam ily moni tor ing,
and greater will ing ness by coun ties to take
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Key find ings:

• Per capita rates of maltreatment
investigations, determinations, and services
vary widely among counties.

• Many pediatricians and school social workers
lack confidence in the child protection system.

• There is little accountability for child protection 
agencies’ performance.

• Eighteen percent of families found to have
maltreated their children had a subsequent
finding within three years in the same county.

Recommendations:

• The Department of Human Services (DHS)
should adopt clearer definitions of
maltreatment in state rules.

• The Legislature and DHS should consider
various options for improved oversight.

The re port is avail able at our web site:  
http://www.audi tor.leg.state.mn.us/pe9801.htm  

Cop ies of the full re port or sum mary are also avail able 
by call ing 612/296- 4708.

L E G I S L A T I V E   A U D I T O R
658 CE DAR STREET, SAINT PAUL, MIN NE SOTA  55155   •   612/296- 4708



un co op era tive fami lies to court.  Most dis trict court 
judges said that par ents some times re ceive too
many “sec ond chances” bef ore agen cies seek
sub sti tute care or ter mi na tion of pa ren tal rights.

There has been very lim ited ac count abil ity for
child pro tec tive serv ices in Min ne sota.  Min ne sota
is one of ten states in which child pro tec tive
serv ices are pro vided by county (not state)
em ploy ees.  In re cent years, the De part ment of
Hu man Serv ices (DHS) has not closely scru ti nized
county prac tices, the state’s child mor tal ity re view
panel was in ac tive, and coun ties had dif fi culty
meas ur ing the per form ance of child wel fare
pro grams.  In ad di tion, child pro tec tion rec ords are
clas si fied as pri vate data, so they are not open to
the pub li c.

The re port rec om mends that the Leg is la ture and
DHS con sid er vari ous op tions for im proved
ac count abil ity, in clud ing out side re views of county 
cases, com pli ance moni tor ing, agency self-
 reporting on per form ance, im proved em ployee
su per vi sion, and pub li c re lease of cer tain child 
pro tec tion rec ords in cases of child fa tali ties and

near fa tali ties.  To bet ter serve the in ter ests of
chil dren, the re port also rec om mends that the
Leg is la ture author ize child pro tec tion agen cies to
share case in for ma tion with cer tain pro fes sion als
who work with chil dren and fami lies.

The re port notes that child pro tec tion staff in the
Twin Cit ies met ro poli tan area are much more
likely than staff else where in Min ne sota to have
mas ter’s de grees, and Twin Cit ies staff have been
with their cur rent agen cies for a longer time than
out state staff, on av er age.  The re port also says that 
coun ties may need ad di tional staff to ade quately
serve trou bled fami lies.  It notes that Min ne sota is
un usual in its heavy re li ance on lo cal prop erty
taxes to pay for child pro tec tive serv ices, so there
may be a ra tion ale for ad di tional state as sis tance to 
coun ties.

Cop ies of the re port, en ti tled Child Pro tec tive
Serv ices, may be ob tained from the Of fice of

the Leg is la tive Audi tor at 612/296-4708 or at
http://www.audi tor.leg.state.mn.us/ pe9801.htm.
For fur ther in for ma tion, con tact Joel Al ter or
Roger Brooks at 296-4708.


