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Describing maltreatment: Do child protective service reports and
research definitions agree?�
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Abstract

Objective: The National Research Council identified inadequate research definitions for abuse and neglect as
barriers to research in child maltreatment. We examine the concordance between child protective services (CPS)
classifications of maltreatment type with the determinations of type from two research coding systems. We con-
trast the two coding systems and the CPS classification, in their ability to predict subsequent difficulties in the
psychological functioning of maltreated children at age 8.
Method: The sample included 545 children who were enrolled in Longitudinal Studies of Child Abuse and Neglect
(LONGSCAN) with a report of child maltreatment, had data collected at approximately 4 and 8 years of age, and had
a lifetime review of CPS records to age 8. CPS Maltreatment reports were coded using LONGSCAN’s modification
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of the Maltreatment Classification System (MMCS) and the Second National Incidence Study maltreatment coding
system (NIS-2). The first analyses used reports as the unit of analysis to examine agreement between CPS and
research determinations of allegation type. Validation analyses examined outcomes for each type of maltreatment
experienced after age 4 under each coding system using the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL), Trauma Symptom
Checklist-Alternative form, and the Vineland Screener as the measures of outcome. Control variables were the
CBCL and Battelle Developmental Screener, measured at age 4.
Results:There were a total of 1980 reports of maltreatment for 545 study children although only 1593 CPS reports
specified at least one type of maltreatment. There were differences between the type of maltreatment recorded in child
protective service records and the conclusions reached by either research classification system. CPS classifications
were most discordant with the research systems for emotional abuse and neglect. Nearly 10% of physical and sexual
abuse reports, as determined by the MMCS, were classified as neglect by the child protective service agencies.
The NIS-2 system and the MMCS had very high Kappa statistics for agreement for physical and sexual abuse. The
validity of the research definitions for physical and sexual abuse was demonstrated in models predicting children’s
functioning at age 8. Prediction of child functioning was significantly but modestly improved in several domains
compared to the CPS classifications.
Conclusion: Both research classification systems moderately improved on the prediction of the adverse effects of
maltreatment compared to the characterization of a maltreatment exposure as recorded by CPS.
© 2005 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
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Introduction

Systematic inquiry into the impact of child maltreatment on subsequent development has been a
clear need since the modern recognition of the problem of child abuse (Kempe, Silverman, Steele,
Droegemueller, & Silver, 1962). Among the first studies of outcome was the study byElmer (1977).
However, systematic inquiry into impact and intervention has lagged. In 1993, a US National Academy
of Sciences panel systematically reviewed abuse and neglect research and identified a number of inad-
equacies in the knowledge base of the field (National Research Council, 1993). The panel cited the
absence of clear definitions of child maltreatment as a significant deterrent to progress and recommended
the development of research definitions as essential for advancement. Prior to the panel’s report, attempts
to develop standard definitions included the National Incidence Studies (NIS) (National Center on Child
Abuse and Neglect, 1988) and the Maltreatment Classification System (MCS) (Barnett, Manly, &
Cicchetti, 1993). The NIS effort explicitly attempted to operationalize definitions that could be used
to classify reports from child protective service (CPS) agencies and others across multiple legal juris-
dictions. The difficulties of defining types of maltreatment and the ambiguousness of measures used in
research remain a concern for researchers, practitioners, and policymakers (Haugaard, 2000).

Longitudinal Studies of Child Abuse and Neglect (LONGSCAN) is a consortium of five longitudinal
studies of child abuse, begun in 1991, using common measures, definitions, interviewing approaches and
data entry systems. The samples were selected using varying criteria, and together roughly represent a
continuum of maltreatment experiences (Runyan et al., 1998). LONGSCAN’s focus on understanding
the impact of abuse and neglect, as described in this issue byEnglish, Bangdiwala, and Runyan (2005),
requires reliable information on the exposure of the children to maltreatment in samples from five states,
each with significant variation in the legal definitions of maltreatment.
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