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Chapter 9

Beyond Child Protection
Helping All Families Provide Adequate Parenting 

Michael S. Wald

Policy makers, advocates, and researchers all agree that four major factors 
influence children’s development: genes, the nature and quality of the eco-
nomic and other resources provided to the child by parents and the state, 
neighborhood, and the quality of parenting the child receives.1 Each of 
these factors affects the others. Over the past forty years, societal efforts 
to promote children’s well-being and development have expanded signifi-
cantly. Most of the attention has been on expanding access to, and improv-
ing the quality of, the nonfamily institutions that serve children, especially 
the health, child care, and education systems. There also have been increases 
in economic resources available to low-income families.2 As the other chap-
ters in this volume show, many of these efforts are helping children. 

There has been far less attention, however, to improving parenting.3 
Yet, especially with respect to protecting and promoting the basic physical, 
emotional, social, and cognitive development of children, parenting is of 
critical importance. I estimate that at least 20 percent of all children in the 
United States live in families where the parenting is highly problematic with 
respect to supporting their children’s basic development. The only system 
with responsibility for addressing the needs of these children is child pro-
tective services (CPS), which is charged with responding to parenting that 
is legally defined as abusive or neglectful (maltreatment). Under most state 
laws, abuse and neglect are defined primarily in terms of physical harms to, 
or sexual conduct with, a child.4 CPS systems focus primarily on children 
who have already suffered, or are in imminent danger of suffering, threats 
to their safety due to parental actions. The primary goal of intervention is 
to prevent the recurrence of these threats, not to promote children’s long-
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136  |  vulnerable children

term development. In most states, the majority of children reported to CPS 
are not brought under its jurisdiction or provided with any services.5

A variety of parenting programs and other support services are available 
to parents who seek them out, but no system has responsibility for trying 
to identify and help children whose emotional, social, or cognitive devel-
opment is adversely affected by problematic parenting that does not fall 
within the definition of maltreatment. Voluntary services do not reach a 
significant proportion of the parents and children who need them the most, 
either due to lack of availability or the failure of the parent to seek or accept 
the services. 

A new discussion is needed regarding government policies toward par-
enting. The current approach leaves far too many children at risk of injury 
during childhood and very poor outcomes in adulthood with respect to both 
economic well-being and mental health. In this chapter, I focus in particular 
on two outcomes for children that are central goals of public policy: safety 
during childhood, and the development of the skills needed to earn a basic 
living in adulthood. In order to substantially increase the likelihood that all 
children will attain these two minimum outcomes, it is necessary to reduce 
the scope of the child protection system and create a new system of services 
focused on improving parenting. Although these services would be volun-
tary, participation would entitle parents to economic and other benefits.

Outcomes

In order to develop and assess alternative policies toward children, it is nec-
essary to identify the outcomes that government seeks to achieve through 
its policies and investments. The benefits and costs of alternative policies 
and investments in producing these outcomes can then be examined. 

While government policies focus on helping children achieve many out-
comes, four are especially important to policy makers and child advocates: 
safety during childhood, the ability to be self-sufficient in adulthood, eco-
nomic “success” in adulthood, and equal opportunity for economic and 
social mobility. 

Protection from physical and mental harm during childhood. One clear outcome 
relates to children’s health. The promotion of children’s basic health and 
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safety (including nutritional needs) is the goal of significant public poli-
cies and spending. While the focus generally is on access to general health 
care, maltreatment laws are designed to protect children from parenting 
that substantially impairs (or threatens to impair) their physical or mental 
health. Recent evidence indicates that the health or safety of at least 15–20 
percent of all children is put at risk by parental conduct considered mal-
treatment at some point before they turn eighteen.6 

Self-sufficiency. Most government policies regarding children primarily aim 
to help children acquire the academic and social/emotional skills consid-
ered necessary for economic success in adulthood, rather than to provide 
them with a particular quality of life as children. The minimum goal is to 
provide children with the capabilities needed to be self-sufficient during 
adulthood, usually operationalized as trying to minimize the number of 
children who will live in poverty as adults. While nearly half of all adults 
experience a period of living in poverty, at least 10 percent of adults in the 
United States are poor over an extended period of time during adulthood.7 
Failure to graduate high school is the strongest factor leading to long-term 
poverty. 

Economic well-being. A more expansive economic outcome is that each child 
attains the skills needed to earn a “middle-class” income. Defining middle-
class income as three times the poverty level, Sawhill estimates that about 
60 percent of children born in the United States now attain middle-class 
incomes by age forty.8 Earning a middle-class income generally requires 
attaining a postsecondary credential; in recent years, the need for higher 
education has become even greater.

Economic and social mobility. Another outcome is the elimination of dif-
ferences in educational achievement and economic success in adulthood 
that are highly correlated with the income, race, or ethnicity of a child’s 
parents. This outcome often is framed in terms of closing the educational 
achievement gap, which is seen as necessary to increasing economic or 
social mobility. This goal does not require that children attain any particu-
lar level of well-being or economic accomplishment in adulthood; reduc-
ing the inequality of outcomes and, by implication, opportunity related to 
parental income or ethnicity is the target. Over the past thirty years, there 
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has been no progress in closing the achievement gap or promoting relative 
economic mobility, although most children are better off economically than 
their parents.9 

Parenting and Outcomes

In developing options aimed at promoting these four outcomes, policy 
makers must decide how much to invest in services focused primarily on 
the child (especially schools and preschool), in policies that increase family 
income, in efforts at improving neighborhoods, and in services directed at 
improving parenting. While these approaches are not mutually exclusive, 
and all are needed, choices must be made regarding how much to invest in 
different alternatives since resources are limited.

Which of the above outcomes require a major focus on parenting? The 
need to focus on parenting is definitional with respect to protecting chil-
dren from maltreatment, since the parent is causing the harm. There also 
are strong reasons to focus heavily on parenting in order to enable all chil-
dren to reach young adulthood capable of being self-sufficient and avoiding 
poverty. Most children will achieve basic self-sufficiency in adulthood if they 
graduate from high school, do not give birth to a child before age twenty, 
do not engage in serious or repeated delinquent behaviors, and are not drug 
or alcohol dependent or suffering from significant mental health problems. 
Twenty to 25 percent of children do not enter adulthood having met all 
these milestones.10 The nature of the parenting a child receives appears to 
be strongly associated with whether the child engages in these behaviors 
or suffers from serious mental health problems.11 To be sure, other factors, 
especially prolonged living in poverty and in neighborhoods with high vio-
lence and poor schools, may lead children to engage in these behaviors and/
or drop out of school even when the child receives adequate parenting.12 
And programs that are not focused on parenting do help many children 
avoid problem behaviors and graduate from high school.13 But helping all 
children gain the skills and engage in the behaviors needed to achieve basic 
self-sufficiency in adulthood will require a focus on problematic parenting; 
without this focus, other approaches will be insufficient for many children.

The role of parenting is important, but less critical, with respect to 
helping children achieve the skills needed to attain a middle-class income. 
About 30 percent of all children graduate high school, do not give birth to 
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a child as a teen, but still do not get a postsecondary degree and thus are 
unlikely to earn a middle-class income. Unlike the children just discussed, 
most of these children receive basically adequate parenting. While family 
environment likely influences the academic attainment of many of these 
children,14 these families do not require the same types of intensive par-
enting services that are needed to alter the trajectories of children who do 
not graduate high school. Investing in high-quality preschool and K–12 edu-
cation, plus offering these parents programs to help them provide cogni-
tive stimulation to their children, is likely to be the most cost-effective way 
of helping more of these children attain a postsecondary degree, thereby 
increasing the likelihood that they will achieve a middle-class income. This 
is also the case with respect to promoting economic and social mobility.15 

Thus, the parenting policies and programs I propose are designed to 
increase the likelihood that all children will have safe home environments 
throughout their childhood and acquire the skills needed to be self-suffi-
cient in adulthood. A coordinated set of services is needed to support those 
families having, or likely to have, significant difficulty in providing the type 
of parenting needed if their children are to achieve these outcomes.  

In developing any systemic approaches, it is important to have a reason-
able idea of the extent of such parenting. I estimate that at least 20 percent 
of all children will experience seriously deficient parenting that will sig-
nificantly affect their basic development at some point during their child-
hood; 10 percent of children will experience such parenting for an extended 
period. This includes both parenting that falls within the definition of mal-
treatment and other forms of parenting that are likely to substantially 
impair children’s basic emotional, social, and cognitive development, as 
well as their health and safety.16 

The starting point for any estimate is the number of children considered 
maltreated. In 2011, more than 6 million children (in 3.3 million families) 
were reported to CPS, which is more than 8 percent of all children in the 
United States. CPS agencies investigated reports involving over 3 million 
children. Almost 700,000 children (1 percent of all children) were found to 
have suffered from maltreatment as defined under various states’ laws.17 

These are annual numbers. Based on findings from several recent 
studies, 10–15 percent of all children born in the United States in 2000 
will have substantiated instance of maltreatment at some point before they 
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turn eighteen.18 For children from poor families, that number goes up dra-
matically; for example, a recent study of all children born in California in 
2000 found that approximately thirty-five born to native-born low-income 
mothers had been reported to CPS by age five.19 Numerous studies have 
found that children reported to CPS agencies are considerably more likely 
to evidence serious behavioral problems over time than are children from 
similar socioeconomic households and neighborhoods who have not been 
reported to CPS.20 

On the positive side, reports and substantiations of physical and sexual 
abuse have declined dramatically since 1994. However, neglect, which 
constitutes more than two-thirds of all reports, has not decreased. While 
neglect often includes some threat to physical safety, the core problem gen-
erally is highly chaotic, disorganized, nonresponsive, or emotionally hostile 
parenting. Such parenting can severely impair a child’s ability to develop 
self-regulation, which is a “cornerstone of early childhood development 
that cuts across all domains of behavior.”21 

The number of maltreated children is a minimum estimate of the chil-
dren experiencing highly inadequate parenting. A number of studies find 
widespread underreporting of parenting that constitutes maltreatment.22 
In addition, some types of parenting that put children at a high risk of poor 
long-term development do not fall under the legal definitions of maltreat-
ment.23 Based on reports to CPS and other indicators, such as the number of 
children living in deep poverty and/or with highly depressed or substance-
abusing parents, I believe that 20 percent is a conservative estimate.24 

State Involvement with Parenting

Prior to the 1960s, state agencies, other than schools, had very limited active 
involvement with families. During the 1960s, spurred by the “discovery” of 
the battered child syndrome, all states passed laws requiring physicians to 
report suspected cases of physical abuse to child welfare agencies. In 1974, 
Congress enacted the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act (CAPTA), 
which offered states funds to deal with child abuse, provided that the state’s 
reporting law included suspected instances of neglect and serious harm to 
a child’s emotional well-being, in addition to physical abuse. This led to an 
enormous increase in reports. In 1967, approximately 10,000 cases of child 

PAGE PROOF 
DO NOT COPY, POST, OR CIRCULATE



Beyond Child Protection  |  141

abuse or neglect were reported. This rose to nearly 300,000 cases in 1975 
and, as noted earlier, to more than 3 million in 2011.

Although CPS practice is regulated by a number of federal laws, provi-
sion of services is a state or local function. There is great variation in quality 
within and between states around the nature and quality of services.25 It is 
widely accepted that few systems are able to promote the long-term devel-
opment of the children under CPS supervision.26 There have, however, been 
improvements. Jane Waldfogel describes these in her chapter and proposes 
some directions for further improvement. 

Even if CPS agencies are improved so that they meet the needs of chil-
dren who are brought under their supervision, this would not address 
the needs of the parents and children in the 70 percent of reports labeled 
“unsubstantiated” following investigation, as well the needs of the families 
experiencing major parenting problems that are not reported to CPS. In 
recent years, many states have begun referring reported cases that involve 
less risky situations to voluntary services; this is generally referred to as 
differential response (DR). While it is too early to assess these efforts fully, 
this approach will not meet the needs of children in many of these families. 
DR does not create a system for helping families with multiple problems.27 
An effective system for working with multiproblem families requires a ded-
icated funding stream, clear mandates regarding outcomes, clear criteria 
for who is served, performance standards, accountability measures, regular 
monitoring, consistent data collection and evaluation, and effective profes-
sional development. It is highly unlikely that such a system can be devel-
oped under the auspices of CPS. Moreover, a maltreatment framework is 
not a useful way of conceptualizing the problem. In addition, DR does not 
involve primary prevention.

Other than CPS, all programs addressing parenting are voluntary. These 
programs are delivered at the local level. There has been substantial growth 
in the availability of one type of voluntary services: home visiting follow-
ing the birth of a child. The federal government is now funding a large 
research demonstration project seeking to determine how to make these 
services most effective. At least one home visiting model has documented 
significant success in producing positive long-term outcomes for children.28 
There also has been some growth in the availability of voluntary parenting 
programs and services for parents experiencing difficulties in interacting 
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with their children.29 Several research-based programs, such as Triple P and 
Incredible Years, appear to be reasonably effective for the parents who seek 
out these services.30 Still, the availability and quality of services is highly 
variable, and attrition rates are very high in voluntary programs.

A new system is needed to support and monitor families suffering from 
multiple problems that seriously affect their capacity to provide adequate 
parenting. Developing such a system will not be easy, however. There is far 
too little recognition of the extent of highly problematic parenting. Many 
people remain suspicious of any government efforts to influence parenting 
other than addressing maltreatment. More public debate about alternative 
approaches is needed. Implementing services will be challenging. In particu-
lar, because most services for these families have been poorly funded, there 
is a shortage of qualified service providers; recruitment and training struc-
tures are needed. In addition, services to families are organized and funded 
in silos, usually related to a specific problem (mental health, substance use, 
etc.), even though families have multiple problems that often need to be 
addressed comprehensively. Many policy makers also believe that we do not 
know how to improve parenting and that current approaches are ineffec-
tive. Yet, there is now evidence that some programs do improve parenting.

Toward a New System of Support for (and Regulation of?) Parenting

Ensuring that all children live in safe homes and develop the capacities 
needed to become self-sufficient  will require substantial changes in policies 
and resources devoted to helping multiproblem families improve parenting. 
At least three major alterations in policy are needed.

Restrict CPS to Only Providing Protection from Imminent Serious Harm 

At noted above, most families reported to CPS are not brought under CPS 
jurisdiction. Given that many of the children in nonsubstantiated cases 
show long-term developmental problems, some commentators argue for 
more CPS involvement with these families.31 This would not be wise. To the 
contrary, there is a strong case for reducing the role of CPS and changing 
mandatory reporting laws. Fewer than 25 percent of substantiated cases 
involve physical or sexual abuse; in only a small portion of the physical abuse 
cases has the child been treated in a manner that caused, or significantly 
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threatened, bodily injury.32 Most reports involve neglect. While neglect may 
lead to severe physical harm, and even death, the primary threat to most of 
these children relates to their academic and emotional development over a 
long period of time, not their immediate physical safety. 

 CPS systems are not dealing effectively with cases of neglect that are 
currently in the system. I doubt that CPS could get the additional resources 
needed to work effectively with the 75 percent of families in investigated 
cases that do not receive supervision or services.33 CPS must compete with 
schools, child care, and health coverage for funds. Each of these systems 
has politically powerful advocates. Support for services to these children is 
much more likely through the health or education systems, which also are 
far more attractive approaches to parents. Focusing CPS on situations with 
the threat of serious injury also increases the possibilities for better pro-
tecting and helping these children.

Build a System to Improve Parenting 

While expanding CPS is not the right approach to helping children achieve 
basic outcomes, neither is relying on the disjointed, limited, totally volun-
tary approach to helping parents that is the current alternative. Even the 
piecemeal expansion of “evidence-based” parenting programs will not be 
sufficient to produce adequate outcomes for many children. Parents experi-
encing the types of problems—mental health, substance use, domestic vio-
lence, deep poverty—that are generally associated with highly disorganized 
or unresponsive parenting need an adequately funded, coordinated set of 
services, one ideally managed by a single agency that is accountable for out-
comes. While such a system should not have the coercive powers of CPS, it 
should include active outreach and some monitoring of parental conduct, 
not just provision of services to parents who seek help.

My purpose in outlining what a parenting-support system might look 
like for parents with infants and young children is to generate discussion; I 
cannot examine in detail the many issues that must be confronted in devel-
oping a viable, cost-effective approach.34

The system would build on a number of existing programs, including 
the Women, Infants, and Children Program (WIC), home visiting programs 
(HV), Early Head Start (EHS), Head Start (HS), and various evidence-based 
parenting programs (see figure 9.1).35 
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WIC and HV would be provided to pregnant women and new parents on 
a universal or targeted basis.36 The issue of targeting is very difficult. Policy 
makers should approach investments in improving parenting with caution. 
Policies aimed at changing parenting are controversial and parenting pro-
grams are difficult to implement. Thus, major efforts to improve parent-
ing should focus on those families for whom changing parental behaviors 
is critical to achieving the desired outcomes for the children. A targeted 
approach also is preferable from a cost and efficiency perspective, especially 
since the target population may vary for different services. However, tar-
geting runs a very high risk of stigmatization, which would undermine any 
voluntary program. This is an area that needs careful discussion. 

Home visiting would play a central role both in providing services directly 
and in monitoring the quality of parenting and helping parents access other 
services, beginning at the birth of a child. Many states are now expanding 
HV services, and there is a growing body of knowledge on how to make them 
more effective.37 But states should not wait for the results of various experi-
ments before establishing programs; rather, they should adopt a program 
and develop procedures for continuously improving the delivery system. 

In addition to providing services directly, home visitors would recom-
mend that the family follow one of three tracks for additional services.38 In 
homes where the parenting is basically adequate, parents would be helped 
in finding high-quality child care and preschools designed to help prepare 
children for academic success in K–12 and higher education. A second track 
would be available to families that need more help with parenting and would 
include EHS and special HS programs that work closely with the parent, 
as well as the child. EHS would need to be redesigned and significantly 
expanded.39 Finally, especially troubled families would be offered more 
intensive services, which might include full-day child care in special devel-
opmental centers (beginning at birth) and/or some form of parent-child 
therapy. Depending on local community resources, these services might be 
coordinated through a family resource or community health center. 

There are other possible systemic approaches that might be less expen-
sive and easier to implement. For example, Aber and his colleagues have 
suggested that pediatricians be at the center of the delivery system and 
that parents be encouraged to participate in two far less intensive parent-
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ing programs than home visiting.40 But regardless of who does the screen-
ing, it must lead to services that are adequate to address the parents’ and 
children’s needs.

Create Incentives to Encourage Parental Involvement

There are a number of challenges, both political and practical, in designing 
and implementing a system of services that will adequately serve the target 
population. Two central issues are how to address the income needs of the 
vast majority of target families and how to get parents to engage in needed 
services. These need to be considered together. 

Poverty, especially deep and persistent poverty, is a critical factor in the 
lives of many parents who struggle to provide adequate parenting. Reducing 

Figure 9.1 S ervice system for parents

Home visitors 
or pediatricians

High-quality child 
care/preschool

Early Head Start 
0–3 years

Special Head Start 
3–5 years

WIC

Intensive services 
such as:

Educare

Intensive parent-child 
therapy

Incredible Years

Triple P

High-need familiesVery high-need families No special parenting needs
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poverty is a necessary aim for any approach to helping children achieve the 
desired outcomes. Coping with poverty creates major obstacles “to atten-
tive and nurturant child-rearing.”41 Moreover, with more income, parents 
can invest in more resources for their children.42

Current approaches to reducing poverty make addressing parenting 
more difficult. Poverty policy revolves largely around connecting all parents 
with jobs. This approach has had successes, but many parents are not able 
to connect to the labor force on a consistent basis and thus live in persis-
tent, often deep, poverty. And the emphasis on work makes it more difficult 
for some parents to have the time or energy to engage in activities relating 
to improving parenting. There needs to be more flexibility in the Transi-
tional Aid to Needy Families (TANF) program to allow parenting activities 
to count as “work” activity in families with children under three; other pov-
erty-related programs also need to be modified to provide easier access and 
coverage.43 

But more than just reform of existing programs is needed. One possibil-
ity is the adoption of a children’s allowance for low-income families; most 
developed countries provide this to families as part of their social benefit 
system. The allowance would be made conditional on certain parental 
behaviors.44 For example, the allowance might be obtained at pediatricians’ 
offices or during home visits and conditioned on regular pediatric visits or 
involvement with the home visitor. Other possible program models include 
New York City’s experiment in using Conditional Transfers to influence 
behavior.45 A less extensive approach currently being tested is combining 
parenting education with “hard” services to parents. For example, there 
are job training and parenting education programs being offered in many 
localities throughout the country, generally in coordination with child care 
centers, including with both EHS and HS.46  

There are many challenges in developing a fair and effective system of 
implementation of contingent benefits.47 But the plight of the children living 
with highly disorganized or depressed parents who are often far too unre-
sponsive to their children’s needs demands new thinking. Income transfers 
alone are not likely to substantially alter the well-being of these children.48 
Given low engagement and high attrition rates in various programs, serious 
consideration must be given to adopting an incentive program focused on 
improving parenting. 
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Moving Forward 

My aim here is to move the issue of parenting into a more central place 
in policy discussions regarding children. I have not analyzed the costs and 
benefits of investing in my proposed system versus other approaches (espe-
cially child-focused approaches) to reaching the same outcomes. 

Clearly, my system would be expensive. Moreover, there is only limited 
evidence regarding the types of parenting programs that are likely to be 
effective, and for whom. It might be argued that these factors require a slow, 
cautious approach using experiments to test various alternatives. Several 
such experiments are now under way.49 However, experimental research 
generally requires many years and often does not yield clear policy direc-
tions. There has been little progress over the past forty years in altering 
the situation of the worst-off 20 percent of children. Given the magnitude 
of the problem, I believe that policy makers should consider immediately 
adopting some version of the system I have outlined and then working to 
improve it over time. There is a moral imperative to help the most disadvan-
taged children and their parents now, both to reduce long-term social costs 
and to remedy long-term social injustices.50 We cannot wait forty more 
years to address this. 
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