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This paper provides an overview of the risk and protective factors for child abuse
and neglect in families. It is designed for practitioners and policy-makers who work
in the areas of child maltreatment. This paper was developed using a scan of
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relevant literature on risk and protective factors for child abuse and neglect (1998-
2016). It is for information purposes only and should not be used as a risk
assessment tool in child protection practice. For more information on risk
assessment in child protection see Risk Assessment Instruments in Child
Protection.

This paper provides an overview of the risk and protective factors for child abuse
and neglect in families. It is designed for practitioners and policy-makers who work
in the areas of child maltreatment. This paper was developed using a scan of
relevant literature on risk and protective factors for child abuse and neglect (1998-
2016). It is for information purposes only and should not be used as a risk
assessment tool in child protection practice. For more information on risk
assessment in child protection see Risk Assessment Instruments in Child
Protection.

Why discuss risk and protective factors?

Understanding the risk and protective factors for child abuse and neglect[1] is
useful when developing effective prevention and early intervention strategies, and
identifying families who are most likely to benefit from additional support.

Child protection authorities use specific risk assessment instruments to determine if
a child is at risk of maltreatment but all professionals who work with families can
benefit from a broad understanding of the factors that may place children at risk of
harm, the factors that can protect them from harm, and the ways in which these risk
and protective factors interact. Having an understanding of the risk and protective
factors that contribute to child abuse and neglect enables practitioners to have a
more holistic view of family experience and to engage with other services in a
multi-service system response (Bromfield, Sutherland, & Parker, 2012).

It is essential to keep in mind that while certain risk factors may exist among
families where child abuse and neglect occur, this does not mean that the
presence of these factors necessarily leads to child abuse and neglect (Goldman,
Salus, Wolcott, & Kennedy, 2003). Risk factors are not causes of child abuse or
neglect, and the presence of one or more risk factors will not necessarily result in
child abuse and neglect, just as the presence of protective factors does not
guarantee that children will be kept safe. For instance, one risk factor identified in
Table 1is a large family size. This should never be interpreted as meaning that all
children in large families are at high risk of maltreatment. It simply means that at
the population level there is a statistical association between family size and child
maltreatment. Child maltreatment occurs in a minority of families, and most people,
even those experiencing many risk factors, do not abuse or neglect their children.
Indeed, child maltreatment can also occur in families that experience none of the
commonly associated risk factors (Ronan, Canoy, & Burke, 2009).
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Definitions

¢ Risk factors for child maltreatment are the measurable circumstances,
conditions or events that increase the probability that a family will have
poor outcomes in the future (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2014;
Masten & Wright, 1998). When combined with limited protective factors,
they increase the probability of children experiencing child abuse or
neglect.

e Protective factors are attributes or conditions that can occur at individual,
family, community or wider societal level. Protective factors moderate risk
or adversity and promote healthy development and child and family
wellbeing (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2014). They serve as
safeguards that can help parents find resources or supports and encourage
coping strategies that allow them to parent effectively, even under difficult
circumstances.

¢ Child abuse and neglect (or child maltreatment) consist of any acts of
commission or omission by a parent, caregiver or other adult that results in
harm, potential for harm or the threat of harm to a child (0-18 years of age)
even if the harm is unintentional (Gilbert et al., 2009). Child abuse and
neglect can be in the form of physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional
abuse, neglect or exposure to family violence. For more information on
child maltreatment see: What is Child Abuse and Neglect?

The interaction of risk and protective factors

There are differences in risk and protective factors for physical abuse, emotional
abuse, neglect and sexual abuse (Stith et al.,, 2009). For example, parental mental
health problems are more likely to be associated with neglect (Cowling, 2004). Risk
and protective factors also operate differently as children grow (Li, Godinet, &
Arnsberger, 2011). For example, one study found that low birth weight and birth
abnormality ceased to be a risk factor for maltreatment after age 1 (Putnam-
Hornstein & Needell, 2011).

The evidence furthermore suggests that exposure to risk factors is cumulative. That
is, the more risk factors in a child's life, the greater the chance that they will
experience maltreatment (Begle, Dumas, & Hanson, 2010; MacKenzie, Kotch, & Lee,
2011). Risk factors are often interconnected. For example, unemployment can be
connected to mental health problems, and both unemployment and mental health
problems are connected with low self-esteem, which are all risk factors for child
maltreatment.

Risk and protective factors also vary according to the context in which
maltreatment is occurring. This resource sheet focuses on the risk and protective
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factors that contribute to child maltreatment within a family context, but it is
important to note that there are differences between these and the risk and
protective factors that contribute to child abuse in other settings, such as
institutional child sexual abuse (Kaufman & Erooga, 2016). For a discussion of risk
and protective factors for institutional child sexual abuse, see this literature review
prepared for the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual
Abuse.

Limitations of the research

The evidence on risk and protective factors for maltreatment is far from definitive.
Although a few factors (e.g., low socio-economic status) are consistently associated
with child abuse and neglect, the empirical research has produced inconsistencies
and conflicting findings.

The evidence on risk and protective factors is limited in several ways. The majority
of the research has looked at mothers (Stith et al.,, 2009) and therefore the risk and
protective factors that have been identified may be less applicable to fathers or
other parents and carers. Much of the research examines individual-level causes of
child maltreatment, examining the characteristics of the child or parent (Stith et al.,
2009), and much less research has looked at the social and environmental factors.

The types of research methods used make it difficult to determine the direction of
causality. This means that it is possible that some of the factors that have been
identified could be the result of abuse or neglect. It is also possible that many of the
risk factors identified by the research may be indicators of low socio-economic
status (Wu et al., 2004).

Finally, the majority of the research has been undertaken in North America and
there may be differences in risk and protective factors in the Australian context.

For a more detailed discussion of some of the issues and criticisms of the risk-
based approach to child abuse and neglect, see Risk Assessment Instruments in
Child Protection.

Common risk factors for child abuse and neglect

Any effort to identify definitive causes of child abuse and neglect is complicated by
the interrelatedness of factors. One model that has been used to demonstrate how
factors at multiple levels intersect to increase the likelihood of child abuse and
neglect is Bronfenbrenner's (1979) "developmental-ecological” model (Horton,
2003; Irenyi, Bromfield, Beyer, & Higgins, 2006).

The developmental-ecological model has four levels:
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1. cultural beliefs and values (macrosystem);

2. neighbourhood and community settings (exosystem);
3. family environment (microsystem); and

4. the individual's own characteristics and developmental stage.

International research has identified many risk factors for child abuse and neglect. It
is beyond the scope of this paper to provide detailed evidence of all of these risk
factors or to discuss the extent to which specific risk factors relate to different
forms of maltreatment. However, Table 1 presents some of the commonly cited risk
factors for child maltreatment, divided according to the ecological levels of the
developmental-ecological model described above (factors relating to the
macrosystem are not included as they are likely to vary significantly between
societies and cultures).[2]

This table was developed using a scan of recent literature (1998-2016) that
identified risk factors for child maltreatment. Studies were included that had a large
sample size (n > 330) or were a meta-analysis or literature review. Risk factors were
included in the table if they were common across two or more studies.

It is important to note that although there are risk factors at the individual child
level, children are never to blame for child abuse or neglect. Additionally, as stated
above, although there is a statistical association between these factors and child
abuse and neglect, this does not mean that these factors cause child abuse and
neglect.
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Ecological level Risk factors

Sources: Black, Smith Slep & Heyman, 2001; Brown, Cohen, Johnson, &
Salzinger, 1998; Clément, Bérubé & Chamberland, 2016; Dubowitz et al.,
2011; Forston, Klevens, Merrick, Gilbert & Alexander, 2016; Freisthler,
Merrit & LaScala 2006; Li et al., 2011; Palusci, 2011; Putnam-Hornstein &
Needell, 2011; Shook Slack et al., 2011; Stith et al., 2009 Wu et al.,
2004)

e low birth weight
e pregnancy or birth complications

¢ child temperament or behaviour

¢ child disability
= Individual child factors

e parental substance abuse

e involvement in criminal behaviour
o family conflict or violence

e mental health problems

e child perceived as problem by
parents

e history of child abuse and neglect
o large family size

e exposure to stress

e parental temperament

¢ teenage/young parent/s

¢ single or unmarried parents

o low level of parental education
e use of corporal punishment

e unplanned pregnancy

e physical health problems

e low self-esteem

e social isolation
Family/parental factors

Social/environment factors socio-economic disadvantage

parental unemployment

https://aifs.gov.au/resources/policy-and-practice-papers/risk-and-protective-factors-child-abuse-and-neglect 6/13



MSC0010501_0007

11/21/23, 11:04 AM Risk and protective factors for child abuse and neglect | Australian Institute of Family Studies
e housing stress

o lack of access to social support
o lack of pre-natal care
¢ neighbourhood disadvantage

e neighbourhood violence

Common protective factors for child abuse and neglect

Research has identified a number of protective factors that are associated with
reduced incidences of child abuse and neglect. Overall, less is known about
protective factors, as much less research has been undertaken to identify and
examine protective factors when compared to risk factors (Li et al., 2011).

The factors found in the research that may reduce the likelihood of child abuse and
neglect are outlined in Table 2, using the developmental-ecological model. Table 2
lists every protective factor identified in the literature scan (1998-2016).
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Ecological level Protective factors

Sources: Black et al., 2001; Brown et al., 1998; Clément et al., 2016; Dubowitz et
al., 2011; Forston, Klevens, Merrick, Gilbert & Alexander, 2016; Freisthler et al.,
2006; Li et al., 2011; Palusci, 2011; Shook Slack et al., 2011; Stith et al., 2009

social and emotional competence

®

Individual/child e attachment to parent/s
factors

e strong parent/child relationship

e parental self-esteem

o family cohesion

o two-parent household

e high level of parental education

o self-efficacy

o family functioning

¢ knowledge of parenting and child development

e parental resilience

Family/parental ¢ concrete support for parents
factors

e positive social connection and support

o employment

e neighbourhood social capital

e adequate housing

e socio-economically advantaged neighbourhood

Social/environmental e access to health and social services
factors

Practice applications of skills and protective factors

Risk and protective factors can be used to develop both universal and targeted
approaches to reducing child maltreatment. Universal approaches seek to reduce
risk factors and promote protective factors in all families. This could include
ensuring that all parents are provided with accessible information about parenting
and child development. Identifying social and environmental risk factors such as low
socio-economic status or neighbourhood disadvantage can inform systemic
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responses that seek to address the causes of disadvantage (Bromfield, Lamont,
Parker, & Horsfall, 2010).

Identification of risk and protective factors can also be used to develop targeted
approaches to reducing child abuse and neglect. Families that display multiple risk
factors and minimal protective factors can be identified and provided with
additional services and support (Putnam-Hornstein & Needell, 2011; Wu et al,,
2004). Strengths-based practice, emphasising the assets and strengths within
families, is a common strategy used to build and enhance protective factors and
promote quality communication and engagement with families (Bromfield et al.,
2012).

Conclusion

All families exhibit both risk and protective factors to some extent. The interaction
of multiple risk factors in combination with limited protective factors may increase
the likelihood of child abuse and neglect. Strong protective factors in families such
as supportive social networks and a good parent-child attachment can build
resilience in children and parents.

Understanding risk and protective factors enables the development of both
universal and targeted approaches to reducing the incidence of child abuse and
neglect.

Additional CFCA readings

Risk assessment instruments in child protection

What is child abuse and neglect?

Issues for the safety and wellbeing of children in families with multiple and
complex problems: The co-occurrence of domestic violence, parental substance
misuse, and mental health problems
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Endnotes

1In this paper, the terms "child abuse and neglect” and "child maltreatment” are
used interchangeably.

2 Child abuse and neglect may occur across all socio-economic, religious, cultural,
racial and ethnic groups. Determining the extent to which cultural values
(macrosystem) influence rates of child abuse and neglect is difficult. However,
research suggests that cultural attitudes towards violence is associated with
approval rates of physical punishment (Douglas, 2006), which has in turn been
associated with higher rates of physical child abuse (Crouch & Behl, 2001).
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