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~ 
n the spring of 1972, a cross-national 

: research study covering eight coun­
J tries was launched at Columbia Uni­

versity School of Social Work.' The 
study was undertaken in response to 
a widespread interest in policy, pro­
gram end administrative issues in gen· 
eral s.Jcial services in the United States 
and the assumption was that one. way 
to develop new perspectives on what 
exists in this nation would be to study 
what is being done in other countries. 
We would then compare the provision 
of social services across the coantries 
and analyze th.: relationship of such 
provision to political, economic, social 
and cultural contexts. The seven coun­
tries involved, in addition to the United 
States, are Canada, France, West Ger­
many, Israel, Poland, the United King­
dom and Yugoslavia. 

The study deals with the somewhat 
amorphous group of services which 
remain after income maintenance, 
health, psychiatry, education, /lousing 
and employment programs are separa­
ted out. The major objective of the 
study is to determine whether a "per, 
sonal" or "general" social se; "i-;oe sys· 
tem is emerging; that is, whether what 
is left after one removes those systems 
specified above can be Identified as a 
distinctive, cohesive cluster of services. 
And if that is so, what might its 
boundaries, characteristics, tasks and 
problems be? 

Operating within time and budget 
constraints, the study sampled the 
"personal" social service domains in 
each country by focusing on six topics 
Of fields of particular interest in the 
United States. One of these fields is 
the focus of this article: "Early Identi­
fication and Intervention Into the Prob­
lem of Child Abuse and/or Neglect.'" 

To avoid ambiguities deriving from 
language problems and to assure data 
comparability, the study stressed oper-
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atlOnal ddinitions and descriptive reo 
porting, in accord with a standard data 
collection instrument. For the problem 
of child abUse/neglect, the fol/owing 
major questions were posed: 

G What is meant by "child abuse 
and neglect"? How are these terms 
defined? (s abuse and neglect one prob­
lem 0r two? How extensive is (or are) 
the problem(s)? 

<II What is the nature and extent of 
existing provision-legislation, policies, 
programs-at all governmental levels 
and in both public and voluntary S9C­

tors? Which are the major agencies and 
organizations concerned With the prob­
I(!m? 

e What devices - provisions - are 
there for locating and identifying 
abused/neglected children? 

e What kinds of programs have been 
developed to deal with the problem of 
child abuse/negl~ct? How extensive are 
these? Whom do they serve? Who staffs 
them? What do they cost? 

.. What is the nature of relevant re­
search? What. If anything, is known 
about the relative effectiveness of dif­
ferent interventions--for prevention, 
for prediction, for treatment? In gen­
eral, what is known and what knowl­
edge is being sought? 

.. What are the major issues cur­
lently Identified by experts IrI the field'i 

I n each participating country, data 
were assembled and analyzed by lead­
ing researchers, natives of the coun­
tries studieel. Reports were written and 
service models described for various 
parts of each country. In adclitioil, one 
or more local jurisdictions were se­
lected in each nation for more detailed 
description and analysis, with the focus 
placed hl"e on how service~ were being 
dehvered. 

The following represents a prelimi­
nary summary a/ld analysis of the 
responses obtained to these questions, 
for the study Is still in process. Some 
of the material is still being translated 
and Ollf foreign colleagues have yet 

to review these generallzatlt,l!ls. What 
is presented now is certainly not a 
comprehensive analysis, nor does it 
begin to include all the material as­
sembled. It does, however, highlight 
trends, issues and relevant develop· 
ments. 

What Is Meant By Child Abuse 
And Neglect? 

Social problems are only perceIVed 
as problems-and defined as such­
in the COlltext of specified societill 
values, and these values are transitory 
in time or place. Thus, perception of 
child abuse and neglect differs in our 
various coUntries. Some of the nations 
in the study recognize child abuse as 
a separate, identifiable, distinctive 
problem but assume that to tile extent 
the problem exists, adequate response 
is being provided within the existing 
child protective (child welfare) service, 
In other countries it is perceived as 
sueh a minor problem that no special 
attention is required. Yugoslavia, for 
example, does not even separate out 
the problem of child neglect from the 
general issue of "pre·delinquency." 
Another country, Poland, recogni7es the 
existence of child abuse but its rc· 
ported incidence is considerecl to be 
slight. Provision (or dealing With lIle 
problem is within the scope of general 
child protective services; however, 
these are said to need expansion and 
improvement. 

However, the five other countries in 
our study, like tho United States, h .. W(! 

been increasingly aware of child abuse/ 
neglect. And all are struggling with 
similar problems, perhaps tile most 
fundamental of which is that of defini· 
tion. Canada and the United I<ingdom 
come closest to the United States in 
their current preoccupations and in 
their beginning efforts in making dis-
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Researchers in all countries agree 
that there are no firm data on incidence of child abuse I neglect. 
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tinctions along the continuum between 
ahuse <111(/ neglect. 80th countries 
stres!> the concept of a continuum, 
although the British and Canadians use 
the expression "cruelty, ill treatment, 
neglect," with abuse implying the most 
serious kind of injury to a child. In 
Israel, France and Germany there is 
stIli discussion as to Whether there is 
any valid reason for separating out or 
Ilighltghtlng "abuse" as a distinctive 
entity. The position taken in these 
countries i!> that concern should be 
directed more appropriately towards all 
maltreated children. 

As part of the phenomenon of child 
abuse, a/l five countries (that is all 
studIed except Poland and Yugoslavia) 
have beglln to take notice of the 
"batter&d child syndrome" and have 
followed the United States literature 
on th e Sll bject with great interest. Yet 
here too the lack of any precise, stand· 
ardlzed, oper<ltional definition is per­
vasive. For example, a recent national 
report issued in Canada defined child 
battering in words that will be familiar 
to many of LIS: "the Intentional nan" 
accidental use af physical force by the 
cal'etakt!r aimed at hurting, injuring or 
destroying the child." 3 Note here that 
wlwt is being IdentIfied is one narrowly 
defined problem, focused Qr) the in­
tentional behavior of the perpetrators, 
not on the consequences to the child. 
Discussion of this point in Canada high· 
lighted a problem for all countries: 
how doe" one distinguish "intentional" 
fram "non·intentional" behavior? 

Clearly, such question'S as whether 
or not child abuse/neglect is a matter 
of public concern, how abuse/neglect 
is defined, whether reporting laws exist 
and for whom reporting is mandatory, 
whether accurate records are kept and 
the extent to which laws are imple· 
mentp.d nil affect figures of reported 
incidence. Researchers in all countries 
agree, therefore, that there are no 
firm data on incidence of child abuse/ 
neglect. Existing studies indicate that 
as definition and laws change, and 
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registries are set up, the count becomes 
higher. In Germany as In the United 
States, debate eXIsts as to whether in· 
dicatlons of increased incidence are 
real or only reflect changes in report· 
ing. (And if they are real, the debate 
continues, does this reflect the in­
evitable consequences of increased in­
dustrialization or something else?) In 
Canada, there is some discussion as 
to whether or nat the whole preoccu· 
pation with incidence is not misplaced, 
since the real issue is meeting the 
needs of children in need generally. 

Legislation, Policies And Programs 
Canada, France, Germany, Israel, 

Poland and the United Kingdom-like 
the United States-all have traditional 
child protective legislation dealing with 
the problems of neglected children. 
Identification of child obuse as the 
"tip of the iceberg" of this larger 
problem has emerged only gradually in 
some of these countries. Inevitably, 
special provision is limited. 

Apart frolll the United States, only 
Canada (seven out of 10 provinces) 
has legislative provision specifically 
addressing the problem of child abuse. 
Both public and voluntal"'j (or mare 
accurately, quasi-public) agencies are: 
involved in implementing these laws. 
Three provinces have central registries 
for keeping records of abuse or sus­
pected incidents of abuse. 

In the United Kingdom, official recog­
nition of the problem of child abuse 
has not given rise to any new legisla­
tion as yet, but it has leel to a series 
of communications to local authorities 
and health service workers from cen­
tral government departments concerned 
with child care and health services. 
The major thrust of these communica­
tions is that child abuse Is only part 
of the problem of neglect and ill treat­
ment of children and that staff should 
be particlliarly sensitive to the poten­
tial for injury of "children at risk" or 
where abuse is suspected. 

Although there Is nothing like a 
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central registry in the United Kingdom, 
several local social service authorities 
(public social service agencies) have 
established registries as a part of spe­
cial programs and/or units. Some of 
these are hospital based or jointly 
administered by both health and social 
service systems. ResponsibIlity for pro­
vision is located primarily in the public 
sector, although some voluntary organi­
zations (in particular, the National So­
ciety for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Children (NSPCC» are also active. 

Our British colleague reports current 
trends as follows: "In so far as the 
concem over battered children is lead­
ing to any pressure for new legislation, 
it is to tighten up present procedures 
by making what is presently permissive 
-e.g. reporting and keeping of regis­
ters-prescriptive. But what are pri· 
m<lrily being sought are more energetic 
and efficient ways of administering the 
present child protection laws .••• " 4 

There has been particularly heated 
debate throughollt 1974 in the United 
Kingdom as a result of several publicly 
reported, dramatic incidents of child 
abuse-and one major formal govern­
mental inquiry.s Questions have been 
raised in Parliament; legislation has 
been Introduced, if not passed; and 
numerous articles have appeared in 
the popular press and professional 
journals. Social workers have been ac­
Cused of ineptness and incompetence 
in handling cases at risk and they have 
faced the dilemma involved in balanc­
ing concepts of protection and free· 
dom. 

In Israel also, no special legislation 
exists regarding child abuse. In fact, 
there is still debate as to whether inci­
dents of abuse are sufficient to warrant 
a governmental response distinct from 
the overall child welfare and child pro­
tective service. What new initiatives 
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The major debate relates to whether or not child abuse represents a 
phenomenon distinct from maltreatment of children generally 
3nd whether U warrants special policies and programs. 

have been taken there have been un­
der the aegis of the voluntary sector, 
led primarily by pediatricians. 

Similarly, in France a small group 
of pediatricians has expressed concern 
about the battered baby syndrome. 
However, theoretically all children-­
battered, abused, neglected, ill treated, 
deprived or otherwise-are covered by 
the overall child welfare program. Fur­
thermore, the French stress the need 
for a more comprehensive and integra­
ted family policy (social policy (or 
families) and tend to frown on discrete, 
specialized programs. 

Identifying The Children 
It is here that several of the cl)un­

tries in our study reveal a particularly 
interesting pattern. Except for Canad&, 
no other country stuoied has found it 
necessary to develop the Ilind of spe· 
cial programs we have in the United 
f:tatAs for Identifying such children. 
The United Kingdom, France, Israel and 
Poland all have universal maternal and 
Child health programs of varying types, 
in which all children are seen regularly 
from infancy on, thus facilitating, al· 
though not guaranteeing, identification 
of such cases. In the United Kingdom, 
the health visiting program involves 
mandatory health screening of infants 
soon after birth and regular at·home 
visits by specially trained visiting nurses 
in all homes, especially those thought 
of as potentially at risk.6 Once children 
attend school, health care is integrated 
into that system and regular flxamina­
tions are routine. 

Isra&1 has a national network ,of uni­
versal, free or low· fee maternal and 
child health clinics, used extensively 
by almost all and providing the basis 
for an excellent across·the-board case' 
finding system. France, too, has a uni· 
versal maternal and child health service 
Which Includes compulsory medical 
examinations. It a mother does not 
bring her child for any of the regularly 
scheduled examInations, the family 
social worker is notIfied and visits at 
home to determine the problem. This 

is not to say that the SOCial worker'S 
task is easy. Where the worker takes 
action which eventually leads to a 
child's removal from home, one result 
may be neighborhood hostility. The 
social worker may be so stigmatized 
that she may be unable to work effec· 
tlvely in that neighborhood again. On 
the other hand, a similar consequence 
may occur if the worker does not fol­
low through by removing a child when 
the neighborhood perceives clear and 
present danger. 

In Poland, where child abuse is not 
yet detinet.! as a separate problem, the 
potential for identification of neglected 
children is good because there is a 
universal health service and mandatory 
reporting requirements for doctors with 
reference to "anything unusual." Thus, 
the doctors in the child health system 
identify cases and social workers fol· 
10'-' up on them. 

Child Abuse/Neglect Programs 
Where there have been special ini· 

tiatives directed towards intervention 
with regard to this problem, the Pdttern 
has been clear and consistent. All 
Clgree that primary prevention requires 
good social policy for children-ade­
quate family income, health services 
and housing and special efforts at 
improving and enhancing family life, 
parenting, and child socialization. For 
case finding (location and identifica· 
tion) of abused children, a universal 
and extensive maternal and child health 
service is clearly the predominant and 
preferred approach. Other special pro­
grams ure not needed where this pat· 
tern exists., With regard to ·trontrnent 
programs, although there is nothing 
unique in any of these .countrles and 
nothing which would surprise Ameri· 
cans working in this field, the ap­
proaches reported include: 

.. The recognized need for multi· 
diSCiplinary and multiple interventions 
including but not limited to emergency 
short term facilities for cll ild place· 
mont ancl cnro, homemnker services, 
day care and therapeutic groups. 

~ The recognized need for extended 
follow-up and (:ontinuity of care and 
the expectation that some form of care 
m.<;ly be necessary for a very long time. 
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For example, the French cons!der six 
months an absolutely minimum period 
for follow·up after an incident requiring 
intervention, assuming that the child 
is not removed from the home or at 
least not fOI an extended perit)d of 
time. The average follow·up penod 
there Is three to four years and eight 
to 10 years is not uncommon. 

• The need for what the British 
call a "case manager" (and what we 
have termed a "case Integrator") to 
assume responsibility for continuity of 
care to the family. This role or function 
ensures accountability by coordJOating, 
meshing or integrating all services 
needed by the family at one time and I 
or over time. It is this functiofl that is 
described repeatedly by professionals 
in al/ countries as the cornerstone of 
any treatment plan-·and thus of any 
special program. 

In general, special programs for the 
treatment of abused children are not 
seen as needed, although Canada 3nd 
Israel each has at least one program 
that is comparable to the model de 
veloped by Kempe and Helfer '-that 
of a hospital· based intervention and 
treatment program. Adequate resources 
and the growing emphasis on the es· 
sential role of the case manager in 
service provision generally-to coordi· 
nate services and staff from several 
other disciplines-are stressed. All 
agree that close relationships between 
health, legal and social services are 
essential. In the United Kingdom. the 
emphasis is on implementing thiS 
within the local person;)1 social service 
system, in order to avoid further frag· 
mentation. 

Relevant Research 
Formal research and evallintion 

studies mnong the seven other coun· 
tries studied are even more limited 
than in the United States and, AS we 
know, resc'arch is in its inCipient 
stages here. As alrendy indicated, 
there is no consensus about the na· 
ture of the phenomenon and its t'X 
tent, or about the effectiveness of 01· 



Perception of child abuse and neglect differs in our various countries. 

ternatlve rnethlJds of intmvention. 
Therefore, no provision for reporting, 
evaluflting or providlllg feedback can 
be agreed on. 

Maior Issues Addressed 
Clearly the major debate relates to 

whether Qr not child abuse represents 
a phenomenon distinct from maltreat· 
ment of l~hildren generally and whether' 
it warrants special policies and pro· 
grams. The consonsus seems to bfa 
that thllrc is onc overall entity; that 
there are variations within it encom­
passing a continuum of severity of 
conseque·nt.es for children; that where 
the danger may be greatest for chil· 
dren-in instilnces of physical abuse 
-there should be some priority for 
intervention. However, there continues 
to be difficulty in specifying and stand' 
ardizing the cnteria delineating the 
parametors of these priority cases, In 
this context, the movement in most 
other countries seems to be one of 
improving provi&ions for care of all chit­
dren and farnihes, rather than devel­
oping additional, separate, specialized 
or cnteg:lrical programs. In short, one 
can harc1ly talk about adequate service 
for thes~! children without including the 
essentla ,s outlined earlier: health, in­
come ma;ntel1ance, housing, day care, 
liHllily pia r1l1lrl g, residentiAl treatment, 
homem<:lkers, local social service deliv­
ery and good social policy for children 
generally. 

Where the debate touches on the 
need for speGialized programs, the is, 
sue seems to be the inadequacies in 
existing child welfare programs. A con­
sequence of ihis may be initiatives by 
pediatricians or social workers, re­
spon(\mg to public outrage at specific 
and horrendous incidents of abuse. As 
in the United States, inadequacy of re­
sourceS (mon,ey, staff, training, Imowl· 
edge), fragme'ntation of services and 
provision, lacll of accountability, and 
interdisciplinary profeSsional and 01'­
gilnizlltional C(lI1f1icts are the most fre­
quent criticisll1s of traditional pro­
grams. The new approaches are de· 
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Signed to reduce thm,e problems by 
stressing improved social policy and 
proviSion for children generally nnd, nt 
the level of service delivery, by con· 
centrating on multiple interventions, 
multidisciplinary efforts implemented 
over time, and coordination of all pro­
vision by an individual specifically 
idE'ntified as the professional·in·charge 
of the case: the case manager. 

The developments described repre­
sent an interesting cross-national phe­
nomenon: an illustration of what might 
be termed "cultural diffUSion" of a 
problem and/or of a concept. Although 
concern with what mayor may not be 
a distinctive and growing phenom­
enon related to highly industrialized 
societies emergeri first in the United 
States-and still seems greatest here 
-similar developments have emerged 
in Canada and the United Kingdom 
and, to a lesser extent, in Israel, 
France and Germany. 

The issues discussed in most of the 
countries participating in our study 
are similar. In several countries discus­
sion about the existence of the prob· 
lem and the need for social interven­
tion has focused on the issue of indi­
vidual rights. Thus, for a long time, 
society relaxed when children were 
with their parents and in households 
because it was assumed that parents 
had absolute right!; and complete 
authority over their children. Recently, 
more attention has been paid to chil· 
dren's rights and the mterest in abuse 
and neglect seems to be part of this 
trend. In some countries, child abuse/ 
neglect is defined as a sodal class 
problem-a proLlem of the poor. Yet 
no research documents this and many 
would agree that reported incidence 
may be greater among the poor be­
cause it is they who are more likely 
to be exposed to the public authorities 
who do the counting. 

Finally, the current stress on child 
abuse rather than on the problem of 
children who are in need and who need 
help has raised important and basic 
questions. Among these are: 

.. Is this concern with child abuse 
as a separate and distinct problem a 
critique of existing child welfare sys­
tems and programs? And does the 
delineation of child abuse as a sepa­
rate problem represent an effort at 

olirninating tho inadcQuacies of gonaral 
child welfare pl'Ograms? 

!II Can this current stress on child 
abuse be a "stalking horsu"-a way of 
taking the load and taking initiative in 
a movement to expand resources and 
provision for child welfare programs 
generally? 

II< Are these current developments 
in danger of becoming a "red herring" 
-a way to divert attention from the 
need for more basic social policy and 
social provision? 

(; Is child abuse a phenomenon 
with none of these functions but a 
validly separate and distinctive entity 
requiring unique societal response? 

It is too soon to attempt definitive 
answers. II 
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