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Children Self Reporting Abuse and Neglect in the
U.S.: A Multi-year Analysis1
By John E. Kesner& Robert D. Latzman†
Child maltreatment represents a critical risk factor in the well-being of children
around the world. There are a wide range of adverse outcomes associated with child
maltreatment, both short and long term. Negative outcomes related to the child’s
physical and mental health as well as potential future psychiatric and criminal
problems have been found. In the U.S. child protective services (CPS) are agencies
whose sole mission is to both protect children and identify and hold accountable those
who maltreat them. Each year, millions of reports of maltreatment are made to CPS. A
fraction of these reports are made by the alleged victims of child maltreatment. The
purpose of the current study was to describe reports made by the alleged victim of
child maltreatment and to compare these reports to reports made by other adult
reporters. More girls than boys made self-reports of alleged maltreatment to CPS. The
average age of the self-reporter was older than the children involved in reports made
by adult reporters. More African American and fewer White and Hispanic children
self-reported alleged maltreatment compared to the other adult reporter groups. More
self-reporters had a prior history of maltreatment compared to the other two adult
reporter groups. Once CPS began the investigation, it took on average one day longer
to make a finding for self-reports compared to reports made by mandated reporters.
Results are discussed in terms of specific factors associated with self-reporters, public
policy as well as cultural, racial and ethnic influences on the reporting of child
maltreatment.
Keywords: child welfare, self-report, child maltreatment, child protective services.

Introduction
Child maltreatment is major risk factor for children’s well-being in the United
States and around the world. Child maltreatment is associated with a wide range of
negative outcomes for both short-and long-term health, as well as psychiatric and
criminal problems for the victim (Perry 2012, Felitti & Anda 2009, MessmanMorre et al. 2010, Gold et al. 2011). Additionally, it is also associated with more
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acute outcomes, such as death. In fact, child maltreatment is the second leading
cause of death in children in the U.S. (Felzen 2002, Ballesteros et al. 2018). Child
protective services (CPS) in the U.S. are agencies designed to both protect children
and identify and hold accountable individuals who maltreat them. They form a
myriad of systems organized largely by each state with a common goal of
protecting children from harm. Each year, out of all the millions of reports CPS
receives, a fraction of them are made by the alleged victims of child maltreatment.
For example, in 2010, one-half of one percent of the 3.5 million reports were made
by the alleged victim (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2011). This
figure, while seemingly inconsequential in comparison to the totality of child
maltreatment reporting in the U.S., represents reports from the children for which
child protective services was designed. That makes these reports of critical
importance.
Traditionally, research in to the reporting of child maltreatment has focused
on adult reporters, while research on reports made by alleged child victims has
been virtually ignored. The few studies that have been carried out on self-reporting
of maltreatment have generally focused on sexual abuse. These studies were
usually retrospective in design or focused on clinical evidence (Haapasalo and
Moilanen 2004, Aalsma et al. 2002). Given the scope of the child maltreatment
problem in the U.S. and that self-reports come from the very people this system
was designed to protect; more research is needed in this area.
Children as Credible Sources
Whenever children are the source of information related to an alleged
criminal act, determining the credibility of their report becomes more
complicated and raises some critical issues. Many view the child
victim/witness as psychologically vulnerable, potentially suffering from
posttraumatic stress, depression, anxiety or at the very least, having trust issues
(Patton 2010). This vulnerability calls into question the credibility of their
report and creates a dilemma for CPS as it must both investigate the alleged
child maltreatment and protect the psychological health of the child. This is
further complicated when the primary source of information about the alleged
maltreatment is also the alleged victim.
From a legal standpoint, the credibility of a witness to criminal activity
focuses on their perceived honesty and cognitive ability (Nunez et al. 2011).
The age of the child is also a factor which must be weighed in determining the
credibility of their report of alleged maltreatment. A younger child may be
perceived as more honest, but at the same time, less credible due to their
limited cognitive abilities. Conversely, older children may be perceived as
more credible due to more advanced cognitive abilities, but potentially more
dishonest (Buck and Warren 2009, Nikonova and Ogloff 2005, Nunez et al.
2011, Ross et al. 2003).
Studies into the credibility of child witnesses have utilized hypothetical
scenarios and vignettes, surveys of children’s attitudes or have focused on
cases already in the legal system. But, understanding how the credibility of
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self-reports of child maltreatment at the initial stages of CPS’s screening
affects the investigation process is an essential first step. Before a maltreatment
case reaches the courts, it must pass through several filters. The initial filter of
CPS investigation is critical in determining if the report will be investigated.
Examining extant reporting data from CPS agencies across the U.S. allows a
glimpse into how CPS treats reports made by the alleged victim and whether
there are systematic differences between these reports and those made by other
adults.
Previous research has indicated that compared to reports made by adults,
children’s self-reports of maltreatment are less likely to be substantiated
(Kesner 2007, Kesner et al. 2009). However, these studies were limited in
scope, generally focusing on one year or two years of CPS data. Nonetheless,
these studies raised important questions about how CPS views children’s selfreported maltreatment. These limited analyses found differences related to the
gender and race of the self-reporter and the substantiation rate of self-reports
compared to reports by other adult reporters. It is essential to further examine
these reports in more detail and for longer periods of time in order to observe
trends in reporting practices.
Current Study
Using a population-based dataset, the purpose of this study was to describe
reports made by the alleged child-victim of abuse and/or neglect and to compare
these reports to those made by other adult reporters. Specifically, two research
questions were addressed through data analysis. First, what demographic and other
descriptive features distinguish child maltreatment reports made by the alleged
victim? Specifically, the victim demographics, type of maltreatment alleged,
whether the child was known to CPS from previous victimization and how often
reports were substantiated. If the report was substantiated, reports were examined
to determine the type of maltreatment substantiated and time taken by CPS to
make a make a finding on the report. The second research question addressed how
self-reports of maltreatment compared to other adult reporter groups on these same
variables. The adult reporter group was broken down into two groups; reports
made by adult professional reporters, adult non-professional reporters were
compared to self-reports.

Method
Sample
The current study included population-based data from the National Child
Abuse and Neglect Data System (NCANDS). Originally passed in 1974 and
amended several times since, the Child Abuse and Prevention Treatment Act
(CAPTA) required that the U.S. government establish a national database of
child maltreatment reports. Each year states send data to NCANDS on the child
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maltreatment reports made to their respective child protective agencies (CPS).
These data are then recoded and aggregated into a uniform database of child
maltreatment reports from across the U.S.
The sample used in the current study included 21,027,392 reports of child
maltreatment in NCANDS from 2005-2010. Data from all 50 states, the
District of Columbia and Puerto Rico comprised the final dataset with the
exception of North Dakota and Oregon. North Dakota only contributed to
NCANDS in 2005 and 2010, while Oregon contributed only in 2006. Because
of this, a multi-year analysis was not possible with these two states, therefore
they were excluded. With the exception of these two states, these data represent
the sum total of child maltreatment reports in the U.S. for these years. Thus,
rather than analyze a sample of reports, this study examined the characteristics
of self-reports of child maltreatment in the U.S. for the entire population of
reports during the years specified.
Procedures
The three groups of reporters discussed previously were created using the
coding provided in the NCANDS datasets. The self-reporter group was
comprised of reports where the source was coded as "alleged victim". The
professional group included any report with a source coded as "social
services", "medical", "mental health", "legal", "law enforcement", or "criminal
justice" or "education personnel". The non-professional group was any report
with a source coded as "foster care provider", "parent", "other relative",
"friends/neighbors", or "anonymous reporter". Reports made by these groups
were first described and then compared to each other, first on the
characteristics of the reports of alleged maltreatment (reports received by CPS
and selected for investigation) and then, if substantiated, the characteristics of
the confirmed case of maltreatment.
To address the research objectives, two profiles for self-reports of
maltreatment were generated. The first profile was comprised of reports of
alleged maltreatment, included demographic characteristics of the alleged
victim/reporter (i.e., age, gender, race, and ethnicity3). Additionally, this profile
included the type of maltreatment reported, prior victimization status, rates of
substantiation, and the time taken by CPS to begin the investigation and make a
decision on the report. A second profile detailing information on the same
variable listed above, but only with substantiated cases of self-reported
maltreatment (the rate of substantiation variable was not included in this
profile). Characteristics of these two profiles were then compared to the other
two reporter groups (mandated and non-professional adults) on the same
variables.
As discussed previously, these data represent the population of reports
made in the U.S. between the years of 2005-2010. Thus, traditional
significance testing was not utilized. Rather than drawing inferences based on
significance testing of a sample, we chose to analyze the entire population. A
3
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determination of statistical significance is not necessary when the "sample" is
for all intents and purposes, the population (Cowger 1984).

Results
Self-Reporter Profile for Alleged Maltreatment Reports
The average age of self-reporters was 12.6 years, with a majority of these
reports coming from girls. Self-reports of alleged child maltreatment made by
White children comprised the largest portion of this category (55%), followed
by African American children (29%), American Indian or Alaska Native
(1.7%), Asian (.8%) and Native Hawaiian (.2%) children respectively. Fifteen
percent of these reports were made by Hispanic children.
Seventy percent of self-reports made during the study period were made
by children reporting for the first time, leaving 30% of self-reports made by
children with a prior history of abuse and/or neglect. To determine the time
taken by CPS to investigate and make a finding, the number of days from the
beginning date of the investigation and the date a finding was made
(substantiated or not) was calculated. On average, it took CPS an average 4
days to investigate and make a determination about reports of child
maltreatment made by the alleged victim.
Child maltreatment reports made to CPS may involve more than one type
of maltreatment. While NCANDS data do indicate when more than one type of
maltreatment was included in a single report, not all reports involve multiple
types of maltreatment and due to a significant amount of missing data from
NCANDS related to additional types of maltreatment, these analyses focused
on only the first type of maltreatment reported.
The majority of cases of alleged maltreatment reported by the victim
involved neglect (37%), followed by physical abuse (26%) and reports of
alleged sexual abuse was involved in 8% of the reports. NCANDS does collect
data related to reports of psychological abuse, but as nearly one-half of these
data were missing, this type of maltreatment was left out of the self-reporter
profiles. Eighteen percent of self-reports were, upon investigation,
substantiated by CPS.
Profile for Self-Reporters (Substantiated Cases)
The average age of the self-reporter in substantiated cases was 12.3 years.
As was found in the profile of alleged maltreatment self-reports, more reports
made by girls were substantiated more often than reports made by boys. Once
again, the majority of reports substantiated by CPS were made by White
children (57%) followed by African American (24%), American Indian (2.2%),
Asian (.8%) and Native Hawaiian (.3%) children respectively. Eighteen percent
of substantiated cases involved Hispanic children. The majority of
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substantiated cases of maltreatment involved children who were not known to
CPS (69%), leaving nearly one-third who were prior victims.
The majority of substantiated cases involved neglect (42%) then physical
abuse (21%) and finally sexual abuse (15%). Missing data related to cases of
psychological abuse did not allow it to be a part of the profile.
Comparisons on Reports of Alleged Maltreatment (3 Groups)
Comparisons among the three reporter groups were made with variables
associated with reports of alleged and substantiated cases of child
maltreatment. Profiles, utilizing variables identical to those used in the selfreporter profile, were created for the two other reporter groups and compared
to the profiles of the self-reporter on their reports. These comparisons revealed
several differences.
The number of girls involved in self-reporting of alleged maltreatment was
greater than the number of girls involved in reports made by the other two adult
reporting groups. Similarly, self-reporters, on average, were older than children
involved in reports by the other adult reporter groups. More African American
and fewer White and Hispanic children self-reported alleged maltreatment
compared to the other two adult reporter groups. More self-reporters had a
prior history of maltreatment compared to children in the other two adult
reporter groups. It took CPS an average of one day longer to make a
determination in self-reports compared to reports made by the
professional/mandated reporter group (see Table 1).
Table 1. Demographic Variables for Reports of Alleged Maltreatment from 3
Reporter Groups
Reports of Alleged
Maltreatment
Variable
Child Age
Child is Male
Child is African
American
Child is Asian
Child is American
Indian
Child is Native
Hawaiian
Child is White
Child is Hispanic
Child is a Prior
Victim
Days: Investigation
start to conclusion

Self-Reporter

Mandated
Reporters

Other Adult
Reporters

12.6
43%
29%

8.5
49%
25%

8.2
49%
23%

.8%
1.7%

1.5%
1.8%

.8%
1.7%

.2%

.4%

.3%

55%
15%
30%

57%
21%
26%

62%
19%
26%

4

3

4

Self-reporters alleged more physical and sexual abuse compared to the
other reporter groups. They also reported less neglect than the other adult
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reporter groups. Self-reports were substantiated less often than those of
mandated reporters, but at the same rate as other adult reporters (see Table 2).
Table 2. Reports of Alleged Maltreatment by Type of Maltreatment
Reports of Alleged
SelfMandated
Maltreatment Variables
Reporters
Reporters
Physical Maltreatment Reported
Neglect Reported
Sexual Abuse Reported
Maltreatment Report
Substantiated

26%
37%
8%
18%

21%
45%
7%
31%

Other Adult
Reporters
16%
61%
5%
18%

Comparisons of Substantiated Cases
Similar differences were found in comparisons between the three reporter
groups when examining substantiated cases of maltreatment. Once again, older
children were involved in self-reports of maltreatment compared to the other
reporter groups. However, while the average age of children in self-reports was
relatively constant, the age of children involved in reports made by the nonprofessional and professional reporter groups was almost 4 years younger.
Substantiated cases of maltreatment were reported by mostly female children
as compared to the children in reports made by the other adult reporter groups.
Fewer African American children self-reported substantiated cases of
maltreatment compared to the children involved in cases reported by mandated
reporters, but more than cases reported by other adult reporters. The percentage
of White children who self-reported substantiated cases of maltreatment was
the same as in cases reported by mandated reporters, but less than the number
involved in cases reported by other adult reporters. As was found with reports
of alleged maltreatment, fewer Hispanic children self-reported substantiated
cases of maltreatment compared to the other two adult reporter groups (see
Table 3).
Table 3. Demographic Variables for Substantiated Cases of Maltreatment from 3
Reporter Groups
Substantiated Cases of
Maltreatment Variable
Child Age
Child is Male
Child is African American
Child is Asian
Child Is American Indian
Child is Native Hawaiian
Child is White
Child Is Hispanic
Child is Prior Victim
Days: Investigation start to
conclusion

SelfReporter
12.3
40%
24%
.7%
2.2%
.3%
57%
18%
31%
4

7

Mandated
Reporters
7.6
49%
28%
1.4%
2%
.5%
57%
22%
21%
2

Other Adult
Reporters
7.5
49%
23%
.9%
1.8%
.3%
62%
21%
29%
3
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More self-reporters of substantiated cases had a prior history of
maltreatment compared to cases reported by the other two adult reporter
groups. When the report was substantiated, the number of days between the
beginning of the investigation and its conclusion again, was longest for selfreporters. At four days, the number of days for self-reporters was twice that of
mandated reporters and one day more than other adult reporters. Substantiated
cases of maltreatment reported by the victim involved physical abuse more
often than other adult reporters and neglect less often than those of the other
two adult reporter groups. The percentage of substantiated self-reported sexual
abuse cases nearly doubled from the percentage of self-reports of alleged
sexual abuse while the percentages for mandated reporters and other adult
reporters remained about the same (see Table 4).
Table 4. Substantiated Maltreatment Reports by Type of Maltreatment
Substantiated Maltreatment
SelfMandated
Other Adult
Variables
Reporters
Reporters
Reporters
Physical Maltreatment
Neglect
Sexual Abuse

21%
43%
15%

26%
56%
8%

11%
68%
6%

Discussion
This population-based analysis of maltreatment reported by the alleged
victim revealed critically important differences when compared to the reporting
practices of other adult reporters. Given that children generally, are relatively
powerless compared to adults (Bala et al. 2001), a child making a public
accusation of abuse and/or neglect against a significant adult in their life is a
significant event. However, the credibility of children as sources of information
regarding these accusations is oftentimes suspect (Bala et al., 2001), and their
reports may not be taken as seriously as the same report made by an adult. It is
for these reasons, that a better understanding of self-reports of child
maltreatment is critical
Results of the current study revealed that the self-reporter is more likely
older and female, compared to children involved in reports by the other adult
reporter groups. The findings that self-reporters are older than children
involved in reports made by adult reporters is likely a reflection of the more
advanced cognitive and verbal skills required for self-reporting maltreatment.
With regard to race and ethnicity, these results are generally consistent
with previous research. For example, among reports of maltreatment by all
reporter groups, African American children have been found to be
overrepresented whereas Asian and White children are underrepresented when
compared to their representation in the total population. Similarly, Hispanic
children are slightly overrepresented in reports made by the two adult reporter
groups. However, the proportion of Hispanic children self-reporting
maltreatment was closer to their representation in the general population. These
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findings might suggest bias in the adult reporters in their reports of child
maltreatment involving children of all races and ethnicities (over and
underreporting respectively). The issue of reporter bias is irrelevant as the selfreporter and the alleged victim are one in the same. With the exception of
Hispanic self-reporters, the overrepresentation and under- representation of
certain racial groups in maltreatment reports suggests "visibility" in the social
welfare system may be a factor (Wulzcyn 2009). African American family are
generally overrepresented in the social welfare system (Hill 2006), thus a
greater percentage of African American self-reporters may have more direct
access to resources which may facilitate a self-report of maltreatment.
Similarly, families involved with social services may be under greater scrutiny
from these agencies where child maltreatment may be identified. Conversely,
Asians and Whites are generally more affluent and less "visible" to social
welfare agencies. Self-reporters in these groups may have a more difficult time
making a self-report due to their unfamiliarity with or lack of access to social
service agencies. Some studies have supported the idea that socioeconomic
status is a factor in representation in the social welfare system. Currently,
Asian-Americans have the highest median income of any racial or ethnic group
in the U.S. and a U.S. Bureau of the Census study found that the number of
Asian Americans involved in maltreatment reports increased when income was
controlled (U.S. Census Bureau 2012).
The impact of factors such as parental attitudes, cultural values, poverty
and immigrant status have been documented in previous research on the
reporting of child maltreatment (Ashton 2002, Freisthler et al. 2007). Although
previous research has found variations in parenting practices and cultural
norms regarding parental authority in both Hispanic and Asian children (Chao
2000, Ferrari 2002, Okagaki and Bingham 2005), little research has
investigated the role of these factors in the rate of self-report of child
maltreatment. For example, Dixon et al. (2008) found significantly higher
levels of respect for parental authority in African American and Hispanic girls
evidenced significantly higher respect for parental authority than White girls.
Further, compared to White, African American and Hispanic mothers showed
higher levels of restrictive parenting behaviors. Variations in childrearing and
discipline in particular, cultural values emphasizing respect for elders and a
culture that places particular emphasis on the connectedness of family
relationships may make it more difficult for children to self-report child abuse
and neglect by a family member or member of the community (Fontes 2002,
Lau et al. 2006). This may explain why fewer Hispanic and Asian Americans
self-reported when compared to the other two adult reporter groups. However,
this reasoning falls short in terms of explaining the self-reporting rate among
African American children. As reported earlier, African American children
show a higher level of respect for parental authority, yet they tend to self-report
more maltreatment than White children. Thus, respect for family and
community, may not be as much of a factor in the decision to self-report.
Clearly, there are other factors, yet unexplained, which contribute to the
overrepresentation of African American children in reports by all reporter
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groups. It should also be noted that some believe that maltreatment in the U.S.
is underreported (Giardino 2016). So, the self-reporting rate by all racial and
ethnic groups may not reflect the actual incidence of child maltreatment.
Issues such as respect for parental authority and a greater connectedness to the
community may indeed be a factor in the decision of African American
children to self-report. NCANDS data may reflect those cases where the
maltreatment was so egregious that it brought them forward to report it.
In addition to important differences found with regard to demographic
characteristics of self-reporters, the substantiation rate of self-reported child
maltreatment was quite low when compared to adult mandated reporters, but
similar to the rate for other adult reporters. This was not unexpected as
children’s self-reports of maltreatment have not traditionally been substantiated
at higher rates (Everson et al. 2008, Swahn et al. 2006).
As discussed previously, this may be due to the relatively low credibility
given by authorities to self-reports of maltreatment (Everson et al. 2008).
Given their naturally egocentric nature, children may still be developing
notions of fairness and justice and may not be able to accurately evaluate the
behaviors of adult caretakers. What children perceive as abuse and or neglect,
may not meet the technical definition of maltreatment as set by CPS (Bala et al.
2001). This is not to suggest that self-reports of child maltreatment should not
be investigated with the same rigor as those made by adults. It should be noted
however, that reports made by non-professional reporters had a substantiation
rate similar to self-reporters. So, the issues of credibility of a report may not be
limited to self-reports made by children.
The finding that self-reporters had more substantiated cases of physical
abuse compared to the other adult reporters, but not professional adult reporters
is somewhat confusing. Of all the forms of child maltreatment, physical abuse
is the least ambiguous. Visible evidence of physical abuse can leave little doubt
that it occurred. The other types of maltreatment, often vaguely defined, are
more difficult to assess and oftentimes more difficult for children to
understand. Kantor and colleagues (2004) found that even with adjusting the
questioning, younger children were less likely to reliably report neglect when
compared to older children. Given this, it could be expected that self-reporters
would have the highest percentage of these cases. The immediacy of the
physical evidence in self-reporters should make investigation by CPS much
more efficient. It may be possible that professional adult reporters, by nature
of their work are better at collecting evidence that would support the physical
evidence of maltreatment. This is clearly an area for future research.
The slightly longer time needed by CPS to investigate and make a finding
in self-reports of maltreatment may be the result of difficulties associated with
the reporter’s age and alleged victim status. The reporter group with the
shortest investigation time was the mandated reporter group. This may be a
reflection of the fact that mandated reporters are typically individuals who
regularly come into contact with children and, in turn, are likely better
equipped to observe and draw conclusions related to suspected child
maltreatment. Traditionally this group of reporters has a higher substantiation
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rate than other non-professional reporters (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services 2011). Further, self-reporters were more likely to be prior
victims of maltreatment when compared to children involved in reports made
by the other two adult reporter groups. This suggests that children who are
prior victims of maltreatment may be more familiar with the child protection
system, making them more likely to report.
It is important to note that a slightly greater percentage of reports made by
self-reporters involved sexual abuse compared to non-professional adult
reporters. This difference was much greater when looking at the percentage of
substantiated cases involving sexual abuse involving self-reporters. The
percentage of sexual abuse cases substantiated by CPS was almost twice the
percentage for professional adult reporters and more than twice the percentage
for other adult reporters. This suggests that efforts to bring sexual abuse to the
forefront of public attention may be evidencing some success and that, at least
with child sexual abuse, self-reports are being taken more seriously by CPS.
Limitations and Future Directions
First and foremost, NCANDS is an administrative dataset and is not
ideally suited for research. Secondary analyses such as these reported here are
limited by the variables used in the data collection system. Thus, the research
questions which can be addressed are limited, as are the conclusions from any
data analysis. The mapping process used by NCANDS to ensure uniformity of
data across all states, although necessary for aggregating these data into a
national dataset, may remove certain characteristics in each state’s data.
Additionally, due to variations in the maltreatment data each state collects and
how these data are compiled, the issue of missing data further limits the
national scope of NCANDS. Specifically, more detailed information about the
victims, perpetrators, services provided and/or notifications to governmental
agencies would help present a more complete picture of child maltreatment in
the U.S. Finally, these results only reflect a certain period of time (2005-2010),
thus the findings are limited in scope.
Future research should explore the differences found in this study to
determine if they reflect real trends in the incidence of child maltreatment,
child maltreatment reporting and the response by CPS. Preventing the
incidence and reoccurrence of child maltreatment will only be successful with
the cooperation of the public as well as the various public agencies associated
with investigation. Further, the self-reporter of child maltreatment should be
given equal consideration. As such, reports of maltreatment made by the
alleged victim should be taken seriously by all concerned.
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