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Abstract

Domestic violence (DV) and child maltreatment co-occur in many families and this may lead to

involvement with child welfare services (CWS). This study explores the role of domestic violence in

CWS using data from the National Survey of Child and Adolescent Well-Being, a large, national

probability sample of families investigated for child maltreatment. It relies on child welfare worker

report of active DV or a history of DV to examine the association of DV with child maltreatment

type, substantiation, and placement of children into out of home care. Maltreatment type

classification was similar for children with and without exposure to DV. Families with active DV

were substantiated for child maltreatment at higher rates than other groups, but DV was not a

powerful contributor to the CWS decision-making process. Families with co-occurring DV and

maltreatment often had high levels of cumulative risks, and children in families with the highest level

of cumulative risk were 10 times more likely to be placed into foster care than children in families

assessed with low levels of risk. The policy and practice implications of these findings are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Knowledge regarding the co-occurrence of domestic violence and child maltreat-

ment has grown over the past several years. Strong evidence indicates that children

exposed to adult domestic violence (DV) are at greater risk of also being maltreated

with reviews of the empirical literature indicating that upwards to half of children of

battered women are also physically maltreated (Appel & Holden, 1998; Edleson,

1999; O’Leary, Slep, & O’Leary, 2000). Co-occurring exposure to domestic violence

and child maltreatment increasingly brings families to the attention of child welfare

services (CWS). Yet, the involvement of CWS with caregivers exposed to DV is little

understood.

Available research indicates that CWS has contact with many children from homes

where DV is also occurring or has occurred. Nearly a third of 74 randomly selected families

with open CWS in one small Midwestern city were assessed by child welfare workers as

also experiencing DV (Shepard & Raschick, 1999). Child welfare workers identified DVas

a risk factor in 36% of 407 families referred for an investigation of maltreatment in New

Hampshire (Kantor & Little, 2003) and again in 36% of 383 cases investigated in a large

urban center in Minnesota (Edleson & Beeman, 1999). Finally, in a statewide study of child

protection referrals, English, Edleson, and Herrick (2005-this issue) recently found that DV

was present in almost half (47%) of cases accepted for investigation and assigned a

moderate to high level of risk.

The high level of DV in the CWS caseload is clear, but what is not so clear is how

the CWS responds to these children. In a recent landmark class action suit, the City of

New York was found to be violating mothers’ constitutional rights as a result of their

interventions in cases of children exposed to domestic violence. The City CWS

substantiated mothers’ maltreatment for bengaging in domestic violenceQ when they were

in fact victims of others’ violence. In some cases children were removed from their

mothers’ custody after such a finding by CWS. A federal court judge has subsequently

ruled that removal of children from their mothers’ custody solely due to the mothers’

victimization was unconstitutional (Nicholson v. Williams, 203 F. Supp.2d 153, E.D.

N.Y. 2002). This suit has gained the attention of many concerned about how children

and their battered caregivers are responded to but does not provide large-scale data from

which to judge the practices of CWS.

A few studies do exist that shed light on CWS intervention practices with families in

which DV is present, including assessment of risk and differential classification of cases.

In one urban Minnesota county, Beeman, Hagemeister, and Edleson (2001) found that

child protection workers assessed cases in which domestic violence was also occurring

to be significantly more often at higher risk: 45% for such cases vs. 26% for child

maltreatment only cases. Families in which domestic violence was occurring were also

more likely to have their case opened for services: 22.6% for such cases vs. 10.4% for

child maltreatment only cases. Although they found no statistically significant

differences in overall classifications of maltreatment type (e.g., physical abuse vs.

neglect) for families, with and without DV, families with DV were significantly more

likely to be found for disregard for safety, a subtype of neglect analyzed separately due

to worker indication that this category was frequently used when DV was present in the
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