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Abstract: The goal of this study, the first of its kind in Canada, was to estimate the child lifetime
prevalence of child protection involvement in Quebec. Using administrative and population data
spanning 17 years, we performed a survival analysis of initial incidents of child protection reports,
confirmed reports, confirmation of a child’s security or development being compromised, and
placement outside the home for one day or more. We found that before reaching the age of 18 years,
over 18% of children were reported to child protection at least once, one in every ten children (10.1%)
in the province had a report that led to the finding of their security or development being compro-
mised, and over 5% were placed outside the home. We found that neglect was a primary concern in
close to half (47.6%) of cases. By using a full population dataset, we obtained a more accurate prev-
alence estimate than studies using synthetic cohort life tables. These findings only captured initial
incidents of involvement with child protection, meaning this study does not show the extent of re-
current involvement for some children. The findings reflect prior results showing that neglect is
common in initial child protection involvement but less pervasive than has been shown in incidence
studies, suggesting that recurrent child protection involvement is more driven by neglect than ini-
tial incidents are.

Keywords: child protection; childhood lifetime prevalence; survival table analysis; child neglect

1. Introduction
1.1. Importance of Understanding Child Protection Involvement

North American child protection systems intervene exceptionally in families when
there are concerns regarding the family’s ability to maintain a minimum level of caregiv-
ing. When children and their families become involved with child protection systems, it
can be a sign of significant challenges within the household or a lack of supportive condi-
tions in the broader environment around them, and, more often, a complex combination
of these factors [1,2]. Annual counts of child protection cases in North America suggest
that a majority of cases relate to neglect [3-5]. Past studies also driven by cases labeled as
neglect have suggested that families are often chronically involved in child protection [6].
Mlustrating the scope of involvement with child protection systems across childhood, par-
ticularly when this involvement may be chronic and recurring, is crucial for identifying
ways to reduce reliance on exceptional child protection intervention.

The significant clinical and social impacts of childhood maltreatment require better
understanding —both in terms of scope and severity—to inform relevant preventative
policies and community-based interventions [7]. While child protection involvement is
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legally confined to children and their families, the negative impacts of child maltreatment
are often not confined to childhood [8]. Indeed, research shows maltreatment can have
increased negative impacts on mental and physical health both in youth and into adult-
hood [9-21]. The implications of child protection involvement for society more broadly
are also significant: studies examining the cost of child abuse and neglect suggest an order
of billions of dollars per year may be spent when considering social services, health, edu-
cation, employment, judicial, and personal costs [22-25]. However, a child protection in-
tervention paradigm that prioritizes intervening for children’s safety rather than interven-
ing to support children and families can ignore opportunities for preventative services
[26]. One way to identify opportunities for reducing child protection intervention is to
describe, at a population level, the cumulative risk of child protection involvement across
the developmental stages of childhood.

The current study aims to provide a fuller picture of the cumulative risk of experi-
encing child protection involvement by computing the first Canadian prevalence esti-
mates of child protection involvement in Quebec—the first study of its kind in Canada.
Using administrative data from Quebec spanning the years 2000 to 2017 and a life table
analysis approach, we determined an estimate of the childhood prevalence (age 0-17
years) of reported maltreatment, confirmed reports, substantiated reports, and out-of-
home placement. With these analyses, we aim to (a) provide a clearer picture of the situa-
tion in Quebec such that preventative policymaking and practice may consider the cumu-
lative, long-term risk of child protection involvement [26], (b) provide a template for other
Canadian jurisdictions that could support cross-jurisdictional analysis, and (c) encourage
concerted efforts at the pan-Canadian level to use child protection administrative data to
support longitudinal analysis of the scope of child protection across Canada. By beginning
to estimate the prevalence of involvement with child protection in this province, we can
obtain a fuller view of the extent of this experience and illustrate questions for further
research.

1.2. Prior Estimates of the Scope of Child Protection Involvement

Typically, studies attempting to understand the scope of child protection involve-
ment in families look at annual rates within a child population or use a point-in-time sur-
vey or administrative data. Recent annual reports from the United States in 2020 suggest
that among the child population that year, 2.89% of children had a screened-in report,
0.84% had a substantiated report, and 0.22% of children entered foster care [27]. While
there are no analogous pan-Canadian annual reports, some provinces and territories pub-
lish their yearly data. In Quebec, the focus of the present study, the Director of Youth
Protection (DYP) does report annually on various figures related to child protection cases.
These annual provincial reports suggest around 2.5% of all children each year have a child
protection report that is retained for further investigation, 0.96% have a report leading to
a finding that the child’s security or development is compromised, and 0.76% of children
are placed outside their homes for child protection reasons [28-32].

Periodic surveys in Canada provide another set of findings regarding the incidence
of involvement with child protection systems. The most recent Canadian Incidence Study
of Reported Child Abuse and Neglect (CIS-2019) estimated 4.8% of children were investi-
gated for child protection reports, 1.64% of children had reports substantiated, and 0.24%
of children were placed outside the home during the investigation. Incidence studies have
also been conducted periodically in certain provinces in Canada [33]. In Quebec, the most
recent study of the incidence of child protection involvement (First Nations/Quebec Inci-
dence Study of Child Maltreatment and Serious Behaviour Problems Investigated by
Child Protection Services in 2019; FN/QIS-2019) found that 2.36% of children investigated
for child protection reports, and 0.24% of children were placed outside the home during
investigation [34]. Recently, the Ontario Incidence Study of Reported Child Abuse and
Neglect (OIS, 2018) found that 6.29% of children had a child protection investigation,
1.61% had a substantiated report of maltreatment, and 0.02% of children were placed out
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of the home during the investigation stage [35]. These findings are only comparable for
illustrative purposes, as each jurisdiction has its own child protection legislation, defini-
tions, regulations, and data collection processes. Within jurisdictions, the above annual
and survey rates are useful for providing a descriptive, retrospective, year-to-year snap-
shot of child welfare activities within a population over a certain time period, which can
be useful for monitoring child protection systems from a management and budget alloca-
tion perspective.

However, incidence estimates are unable to capture the percentage of children who
experience maltreatment over the course of their childhood and accordingly cannot sup-
port analysis of long-term outcomes nor can they inform effective prevention and support
for well-being. Measuring childhood prevalence rather than simply measuring incidence
allows for a more complete and longer-term illustration of the range of experiences of
child protection involvement in certain geographies. Rather than simply providing annual
maltreatment rates across large jurisdictions, research on prevalence provides actionable
information for targeted policymaking [36]. While prevalence studies are widely used in
other fields, such as public health, it is only recently that prevalence studies have been
applied to child protection research [5]. With improvements in the technological capacity
to capture and analyze large data sets, many child maltreatment prevalence studies draw-
ing on administrative data in the United States have emerged in the past five years [5,37-
39]. To date, there have been no prevalence studies of child protection involvement pub-
lished in Canada.

Differing methodological approaches to capture the prevalence of childhood mal-
treatment have led to variations in the way the problem can be understood across juris-
dictions [40,41]. The unit of analysis is one methodological choice that is often constrained
by available data: When prevalence studies include all siblings or caregivers in a house-
hold, prevalence estimates will be higher than if only child-level data is included (e.g.,
[39]). Maltreatment experienced over the course of childhood has typically been studied
using retrospective studies of adults [42,43]. For example, a recent study in Canada used
self-report surveys of adults (n = 23,395) to estimate the childhood prevalence of child
abuse, finding the prevalence of any type of child abuse (i.e., not including neglect) to be
32% among respondents [9]. While self-report measures with adults are one way to retro-
spectively estimate childhood prevalence of maltreatment, they are subject to recall bias:
Individuals who struggle as adults are more likely to report having experienced maltreat-
ment. Longitudinal studies using child protection administrative data are more reliable
but less common due to the increased rigor of data collection and study length required.
Importantly though, as Wildeman and colleagues note, the prevalence rates determined
by administrative data rely only on cases that were reported to child protection agencies,
making the estimates of maltreatment low as the data inherently do not include unre-
ported cases [5].

1.3. Previous Empirical Results of Prevalence Studies

Prior prevalence measures of childhood involvement with child protection systems
show a range of findings across progressive involvement in these systems. In the United
States, Kim and Drake estimated cumulative probabilities of maltreatment reports from
age zero to 11 in 28 U.S. states and the District of Columbia, suggesting the likelihood for
one report by age 12 was 32.41% [37], aligning with incidence studies suggesting child
protection involvement is already experienced at high rates before adolescence [20] (Esti-
mates of cumulative experiences of neglect in childhood also range widely depending on
methodology and jurisdiction, but multiple studies suggest it is commonly experienced
in earlier childhood. Kim and Drake (2019) [37] note in their recent study that neglect was
the most common maltreatment type estimated for children aged zero to 11 for both initial
and subsequent reports). Kim and colleagues used the U.S. National Child Abuse and
Neglect Data System (NCANDS) file along with census data to estimate the prevalence of
child welfare involvement by the age of 18, finding that 37.4% of all children experience a
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child protection investigation [38]. In the United States, Wildeman and colleagues con-
ducted a prevalence study of substantiated maltreatment among children between 2004
and 2011 using NCANDS data (N = 5.5 million). Compared to the annual incidence of
child maltreatment (estimated at about 1% of children in the U.S.), they found that 12.5%
of all children in the study experienced substantiated maltreatment by the age of 18 years
[44]. In a study on the lifetime risk of foster care placement, Wildeman and Emanuel found
that up to 5.91% of all U.S. children were placed in foster care between ages zero and 18
[44].

Prevalence studies show a wide variation in the estimates of child protection involve-
ment broken down by maltreatment type. As with incidence studies and annual reports,
cross-jurisdictional comparisons of prevalence findings are limited by a lack of uniform
definitions of maltreatment types and variation in legislation and practice norms. Though
policies, legislative definitions, practice norms, and socioeconomic and cultural contexts
shaping child rearing vary greatly across jurisdictions, some studies have examined the
scope of different maltreatment types across multiple countries. In recent studies, esti-
mates suggest that, globally, physical abuse may be experienced over the course of child-
hood by 22% to 28% of children [18,45]. Sexual abuse is also experienced at high levels
when measured in terms of childhood prevalence: Barth and colleagues conducted a sys-
tematic review of 55 studies on childhood sexual abuse in 24 countries, finding a range of
8% to 31% prevalence for girls and 3% to 17% for boys [46]. In an analysis conducted in
the U.S., Finkelhor and colleagues found that by age 17, 26.6% of girls and 5.1% of boys
had experienced sexual abuse or sexual assault [47]. Hussey and colleagues also found in
retrospective child maltreatment data from a cohort study of young adults (n = 15,197)
that having been left alone as a child (which the authors interpret as possible supervision
neglect) was the most prevalent at 41.5% of respondents, and 11.8% also experienced
physical neglect [18]. Finally, in a review of a series of meta-analyses on global child mal-
treatment prevalence, Stoltenborgh and colleagues note that the overall estimated preva-
lence of emotional neglect was 18.4% and 16.3% for physical neglect [45]. These prevalence
estimates, though variable, illustrate a larger proportion of the population that is impacted
by child protection concerns across childhood (18 years) while incidence studies and an-
nual findings examine a much shorter time period.

To the extent that budgeting for preventative child and family services in Canada can
be based on evidence, what exists today are static estimates of maltreatment incidences
that do not illustrate child protection involvement across childhood (e.g., CIS-1998; CIS-
2003; CIS-2008; OIS-2018; FN/QIS-2019) [34,48,49]. Prevalence studies can begin to fill this
gap to demonstrate the extent of involvement for children —specifically, the ages at which
the risk of child protection concerns is particularly high and the types of child protection
concerns that are more likely to emerge. In Quebec, a province-wide administrative child
protection database exists that has allowed us to build a longitudinal dataset from 20 years
of administrative case files. For this study, this rich dataset supported precise estimates of
prevalence within the province that can be useful in child protection policy discussions.

1.4. Context of the Present Study

The policy context of child protection in Quebec has evolved over the past decades
and is primed for more comprehensive data demonstrating the extent of child maltreat-
ment. Major reforms in 2007 included changes intended to support permanency and sta-
bility for children involved with child protection, including implementing maximum time
periods for out-of-home placement [50]. More recently, prompted by the death of a seven-
year-old girl in 2019, a special commission was appointed to examine legal and practical
aspects of the child protection system in Quebec. Following many months of expert testi-
mony and contributions from the public, the commission report emphasized well-being
rather than protection as the ultimate goal for children [51]. The findings of the report
further highlighted the necessity of preventative services, particularly for children living
in poverty, and that the child protection system ought to be a last resort rather than a
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mechanism for families to access needed services that could be obtained otherwise [52].
These findings align with other recent analyses in Canada proposing that child well-being
be framed as the ultimate goal of child welfare and child protection systems [53] and re-
inforce questions about whether a safety focus is best when many child protection-in-
volved children are not subject to protection concerns but rather chronic poverty and
missing support. There is consensus in Quebec that change is needed to improve the child
welfare system province-wide, but the evidence required to undergird informed changes
has not been adequately demonstrated in research.

Accurately estimating the prevalence of child protection system involvement and the
risk factors surrounding it can inform policy and practice decision making that is oriented
to prevention and early intervention to minimize negative impacts on a substantial por-
tion of the population. However, there are notable gaps in what the data has been able to
demonstrate regarding the childhood prevalence of involvement with child protection
systems in Quebec and across Canada more generally [4,26,54]. Despite the significant
impact of child protection involvement on children, families, and communities, Canada
lacks a robust body of child protection data nationally, particularly because there is not a
national-level, representative data set in the country [55]. Given the existing data in many
jurisdictions, child protection researchers are able to optimize data sets to answer complex
questions through cross-sectional analysis but are unable to answer basic questions about
child protection involvement among the general population. To date, there has not been
a prospective child maltreatment prevalence study conducted in a Canadian jurisdiction
or across Canada. The CIS, a cross-sectional survey conducted in 1998, 2003, 2008, and
2019 is currently the most comprehensive study of child protection surveillance data in
Canada. While the CIS periodically captures annual estimates of reported, investigated,
and substantiated maltreatment as well as investigation-stage out-of-home placement
findings, in a representative sample of child welfare agencies as a survey measure, it does
not provide a complete file of national administrative child protection data that would
allow for the computation of prevalence rates. Unfortunately, while the CIS and some
provincial incidence studies (e.g., OIS and QIS mentioned above) provide valuable insight
into child protection trends, these incidence rates do not illustrate the scope of child pro-
tection involvement across the course of childhood.

Examination of involvement in child protection systems through a prevalence esti-
mate rather than annual incidence rates is necessary if the goal is to illustrate the risk of
involvement with child protection across childhood. This study relies on population data
to calculate cumulative prevalence over a multiple-year-long period which expands its
relevance beyond a point-in-time prevalence estimate. Our analysis aimed to fill a gap in
empirical findings by asking to what extent child protection risk is present in the general
child population. More specifically, the involvement with child protection systems for ne-
glect reasons, seen through a prevalence lens, shows the extent to which chronic needs
closely associated with socioeconomic vulnerabilities relate to the overall child protection
prevalence risk for children, which in turn is magnified for certain marginalized popula-
tions [54,56]. Accordingly, in the present study, prevalence estimates are presented for
neglect and non-neglect reports. We hypothesized that neglect would be significant but
that its proportion of all initial child protection cases may be less than in incidence find-
ings given the chronic, recurring nature of neglect illustrated in prior research.

Our unique longitudinal population dataset links investigation data to placement
data, allowing for estimates of maltreatment-specific placement prevalence. In this study,
we use the unique opportunity provided by our dataset to provide estimates of the life-
time risk of out-of-home placement according to the reason for initial investigation.
Though others have used similar longitudinal administrative data for prevalence esti-
mates [57-60], in this study, we provide the first known estimates of the lifetime risk of
out-of-home placement for neglect and non-neglect-related cases. Thus, although our es-
timates are limited to Quebec, our analysis is significantly stronger methodologically and
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substantively than those produced with data from NCANDS and AFCARS due to the na-
ture of our data, thus offering empirical and methodological implications relevant well
beyond Quebec.

2. Materials and Methods

This longitudinal population study provides cumulative rates of childhood preva-
lence of involvement in Quebec’s child protection system using data from 2000 to 2017. In
this section, we provide justification for our analytical approach; legislated definitions
specific to Quebec that shape children’s trajectories in this system; descriptions of the anal-
yses we conducted using SPSS 25 to estimate the prevalence of involvement in child pro-
tection by type of maltreatment and to estimate cumulative risk by age (0-17 years); and
the sources of data used to conduct these analyses. The Canada Research Chair in Social
Services for Vulnerable Children (950-232659) and an Insight Grant from the Social Sci-
ences and Humanities Research Council (435-2018-0715) funded this study.

Our prevalence calculations offer methodological advantages compared to preva-
lence estimates produced with synthetic cohort single decrement life tables [5,41,47,59].
Single decrement (otherwise known as ordinary) life tables assume that the single attrition
event (in this case, initial reports to child protection) happens only once during the event
risk period. However, child protection intervention is an event that can occur multiple
times during the event risk period. Multiple decrement lifetables may be used to handle
this type of event but are not the appropriate tool to answer the question of what the
probability of ever experiencing child protection intervention is. The fact that single dec-
rement life tables assume a single attrition factor from any given observation is problem-
atic for estimating lifetime prevalence of child protection intervention because many child
protection datasets (such as NCANDS or AFCARS) simply do not have reliable data to
identify that single attrition factor: initial first-time reports to child protection [60]. Syn-
thetic cohort single decrement life tables used with this kind of unreliable data may thus
overestimate initial reports by mistakenly recording an entry into the life table as an initial
event when, in fact, it was a secondary, tertiary, or subsequent event. This overestimation
can result in biased cumulative rates (see discussions in [36,58,59]). Our analysis is based
on data from an actual population cohort of real individuals who were observed for up to
seventeen years of the risk period (ages 0-17 years, from 2000-2017). Thus, our estimates
are less biased and easier to interpret when compared to child protection intervention
prevalence estimates based on a synthetic cohort life table approach.

As in other North American jurisdictions, child protection intervention in Quebec is
meant to be exceptional. Concerns reported to the child protection system are funneled
through a series of decision points that determine the nature and scope of the concern and
what services or interventions may be necessary to “protect children whose security or
development is or may be in danger” [61]. The provincial Youth Protection Act (YPA)
defines these concerns as follows: abandonment, psychological ill-treatment, sexual
abuse, physical abuse, serious behavioral disturbance, neglect, serious risk of physical
abuse, serious risk of sexual abuse, and serious risk of neglect [61]. The definition of “ne-
glect” differs from the other forms of possible concerns in that it refers to caregivers “fail-
ing” to meet a child’s needs rather than committing an act of maltreatment [61]. In Quebec
and many other jurisdictions, neglect is associated with chronic poverty and other forms
of unmet needs in families and communities rather than immediate protection concerns
[4,62—-64]. Accordingly, in this study, we distinguish between neglect and non-neglect
forms of child protection concerns for some stages of child protection involvement. The
designation of “risk of neglect” is included in the neglect category, as is risk of physical or
sexual abuse in those categories.

When an initial report is received by the Director of Youth Protection (DYP), it is
assessed according to whether at face value it fits the scope of concerns legislated by the
Youth Protection Act. If it does, it is retained for further investigation. Then, the investi-
gation examines the facts of the report to confirm the validity of the report, which leads
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to a confirmation of “facts founded” (FF). This step is unique in Quebec, as many other
jurisdictions move to a substantiation decision directly after retention or “screening-in” of
a report. Following confirmation of facts of the report, an evaluation of this confirmed
report is evaluated to determine whether the child’s security or development is compro-
mised (SDC), which is equivalent to a “substantiation” of the report as it is called in many
other jurisdictions. In cases of substantiation, protective measures are implemented either
voluntarily or ordered by the youth court. When concerns regarding the child’s security
and development remain at risk with the child in the home, child protection authorities
may consider out-of-home placement for a period of time [65]. Figure 1 highlights these
stages of involvement in the child protection system after a report is received by the DYP
(When this happens in Quebec, there is a range of potential alternative situations that may
be implemented either voluntarily or under court order. If the report does not move for-
ward in this trajectory (e.g., if the report is not retained, not confirmed, or child’s secu-
rity/development is not compromised), the intervention will be ended, and referrals are
made to other services if deemed necessary. It is important to note that while children
may be removed for reasons other than child protection concerns, such as criminal justice
involvement, our measurement of placement is limited to cases following a finding under
the child protection system that a child’s security or development is compromised).

i Protective measures |
applied

Case reported to Case retained for . Security and Out-of-home
Director of Youth further Confirmation of !

development —
. : S “facts founded” velopm i placement
Protection investigation compromised !

| Other protective

; ! measures applied
Security and i|  while the child is

dcvclopmcx'lt not ! |_maintained at home
compromised

Non-confirmation:
facts not founded

Report not retained

Y

Child protection intervention ended and referrals made to other services as needed

Figure 1. Overview of child protection decision points upon receipt of a report concerning a child
in Quebec (bolded boxes indicate stages of focus in the present study).

In this study, we estimate childhood prevalence of involvement with Quebec’s child
protection system after an initial report for all children born between 2000 and 2017. First,
through a survival analysis, we estimated cumulative risk of childhood prevalence in the
following stages of involvement in child protection: (1) report retained for investigation,
(2) confirmation of facts founded (FF), (3) security and development compromised (SDC),
and (4) out-of-home placement following an initial finding of SDC. All estimates were
adjusted down by 8% based on prior knowledge of duplicate files. Because the adminis-
trative data only captures a unique child identifier at the regional level rather than prov-
ince-wide, duplicates arise due to mobility of the population between regions. Next, we
broke down the estimates of child prevalence of confirmed and substantiated child pro-
tection reports according to whether the primary concern was specifically regarding ne-
glect or another maltreatment concern. By examining neglect, which is not a commission
of abuse or other active maltreatment and is representative of chronic need and poverty
[4], there is a possibility of better understanding the extent of chronic family needs
throughout childhood. Distinguishing between neglect and non-neglect maltreatment is
important for understanding how and when families may end up under the purview of
the child protection system after being failed by other needed, preventative services,
which in turn can inform more targeted policy and resource allocation to fill these gaps.
Finally, we estimated the probability of involvement in child protection at each age (0-17
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years) based on the survival table built according to each age and risk of involvement at
each stage (retained report, confirmed report, substantiated report, and placement). By
estimating cumulative risk according to age, we were able to analyze the likelihood of
involvement with the child protection system throughout childhood.

We obtained data for these analyses from multiple sources. Annual child population
data for Quebec between 2000 and 2017 was drawn from holdings at the Ministry of
Health and Social Services of Quebec (Ministére de la santé et des services sociaux; MSSS).
These population data are based on actual Canadian census data (The Canadian census is
conducted every five years) held at Statistics Canada which informs MSSS projections in
between census years. Clinical administrative child protection data regarding child pro-
tection involvement over the life of the study was drawn from MSSS data holdings
through a data sharing agreement. These data were denominated and include the follow-
ing administrative data relevant for our analyses: child unique identifier, child age, and
trajectories within child protection described above (reports to the DYP, confirmation of
facts founded (for neglect and non-neglect), substantiation of reports (SDC; for neglect
and non-neglect), and placement of the child outside the home). It is important to note
that data on children’s ethnicities are not reliable in the child protection data across the
province and subsequently was not included in the present analysis. Administrative child
protection data were entered into the information system by frontline child protection
workers.

3. Results

Survival table estimates of childhood prevalence of involvement with the child pro-
tection system in Quebec show that over 18% of children between ages 0 and 17 years are
subject to an initially reported child protection concern that is retained for investigation.
About 16% of all children had their reports confirmed, meaning the facts of these initial
reports were founded (FF) prior to a determination of substantiation. Together, this means
that more than half of retained reports (representing 10.1% of the child population) were
substantiated. Of the substantiated reports for which the security or development was
deemed compromised (SDC), more than one-third (representing almost 3.4% of all chil-
dren) resulted in an initial placement outside the home.

Further, we broke down the confirmed reports and substantiated reports according
to whether the concerns about the child’s well-being were related to neglect or other non-
neglect concerns about the child. For confirmation of the facts of a report, there were more
reports related to non-neglect concerns, such as physical abuse, sexual abuse, or child be-
havioral challenges. However, slightly over half (5.4%) of reports that resulted in a finding
of compromised security or development were related to neglect rather than other con-
cerns. Children who were placed outside their homes after a finding of SDC had similar
levels of neglect and non-neglect concerns. Based on these findings, the cumulative child-
hood prevalence of involvement with child protection in Quebec is illustrated in Figure 2
below. The percentages shown are a proportion of all children in the child population of
Quebec.
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‘ Quebec child population: 100.0%

| Children with retained child protection report: 18.6% I—D

Children with a confirmed
child protection report: 16.4%

78% |

8.6% i
Children witha | |  Children witha !
confirmed child P confirmed child
protection report E 1 protection report
primarily related to | E primarily related to
concerns about ; i concerns other than i
neglect P neglect

|

Children with a substantiated (SDC)
child protection report: 10.1%

________________________________________________

5.4% ! 4.7%
Children with a i H Children with a
substantiated child i E substantiated child
protection report H E protection report
primarily related to i E primarily related to
concerns about i | concerns other than i
neglect E E neglect

Children who were placed outside of the home dusto a
substantiated child protection concern: 5.5%

------------------------------------------------

! 2.9% ! 2.6% |
i Children placed out of E i Children placed out of E
: the home after a o the home after a :
substantiated child E i substantiated child
protection report H i protection report
related to concerns E i related to concerns
about neglect i E other than neglect

Figure 2. Survival table estimates of childhood prevalence of involvement in Quebec child protec-
tion system (as percentage of entire child population).

The survival table analysis using data from 2000-2017 allowed for disaggregation of
the findings above such that we could estimate the age at which children were first in-
volved with child protection at the four stages we examined. To illustrate how these esti-
mates relate to the cumulative risk of initial involvement with the child protection system
over the course of childhood, we examined cumulative percentages over time using the
age-disaggregated estimates for children’s first-time events between 2000-2017. Cumula-
tive risk according to age is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Estimated cumulative risk of involvement in child protection in Quebec between 2000 and

2017 (age 0-17 years).

Age (Years) Retained Confirmed Substantiated Placed
0 1.78% 1.60% 1.14% 0.44%
1 2.78% 2.44% 1.65% 0.65%
2 3.77% 3.24% 2.13% 0.83%
3 4.78% 4.03% 2.61% 1.00%
4 5.77% 4.80% 3.05% 1.15%
5 6.82% 5.63% 3.51% 1.31%
6 7.91% 6.54% 4.02% 1.47%
7 8.99% 7.46% 4.55% 1.64%
8 10.03% 8.36% 5.06% 1.82%
9 11.03% 9.23% 5.55% 2.01%
10 11.96% 10.05% 6.02% 2.20%
11 12.88% 10.87% 6.49% 2.41%
12 13.80% 11.72% 7.01% 2.70%
13 14.87% 12.72% 7.68% 3.16%
14 16.15% 13.98% 8.55% 3.83%
15 17.32% 15.14% 9.35% 4.56%
16 18.21% 16.01% 9.92% 5.18%
17 18.59% 16.37% 10.12% 5.52%
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Calculating the risk of involvement in the child protection system by age allowed for
a full view of this phenomenon across childhood. Infants experienced the highest risk of
retained, confirmed, and substantiated reports. The second highest risk at these stages
was for fourteen- and fifteen-year-olds. Infants were the only age group to have over 1%
of their population experience a substantiated report. The highest risk of placement out-
side the home was for teenagers between 13 and 16 years old at an average cumulative
increase of 0.62% of each age category followed by infants at 0.44%. The findings for these
age groups are explored in further detail in the Discussion section.

4. Discussion

The findings of this prevalence study in Quebec illustrate the extent to which children
in the province may become subject to exceptional intervention by the province due to
concerns about their security or development.

Prevalence studies have a unique role to play in understanding the scope of child
protection involvement. While annual incidence studies are useful in providing a snap-
shot of new cases which can be compared to other years, this prevalence study used ad-
ministrative data to view child protection involvement through a longer arc of time over
the course of childhood. Compared to documented incidence rates of substantiated re-
ports and out-of-home placement in Quebec, the estimated prevalence estimates of sub-
stantiation and placement found from our analysis were much higher. This is due to im-
portant methodological differences. For example, in 2019 the FN/QIS found that 1.69% of
children had a substantiated report during that year [66] whereas we found that over the
course of childhood, between 9.57% and 10.12% were found to have a substantiated re-
port. Further, we estimate that about one-third (34%) of children with substantiated cases
experience an out-of-home placement. By contrast, the proportion of placements among
substantiated cases at the investigation stage in the QIS is about 37%. Compared to annual
reports in the province during the same period of time [28-32], our prevalence estimates
illustrate that a much higher proportion of the child population will be subject to a child
protection report and substantiation and that they will experience a similar likelihood of
placement following a substantiated report. These prevalence findings may be more com-
pelling to policymakers wanting to understand the extent of placement risk children face
and demonstrate the need to consider this method for the estimate depending on the pol-
icy objective.

Our estimates that about half of substantiated reports relate to concerns about neglect
align with prior findings that neglect comprises a large proportion of child protection
cases [3-5]. Importantly, this represents initial involvement with the child protection sys-
tem and does not capture any subsequent child protection reports. This contrasts with
prior findings which suggest that over 80% of child protection involvement relates to ne-
glect, which does reflect recurrent reports, demonstrating the chronicity of neglect. We
found that a slight majority of SDC findings had neglect as a primary concern, and almost
half of cases that resulted in placement followed a neglect-driven SDC finding. These
prevalence findings show neglect as less pervasive than has been shown in incidence stud-
ies, suggesting that recurrent child protection involvement is more driven by neglect and
potential surveillance bias following initial reports. When neglect is often not a commis-
sion of maltreatment but rather an omission due to the chronic needs of these families
[4,64], alternatives to child protection system intervention may be more preventative [7].
A few outlier jurisdictions with a low proportion of neglect cases have strong diversionary
mechanisms away from child protection for children and families who may be best sup-
ported through other services [27]. Our findings, encompassing more data and a longer
timespan than any prior study in Quebec or any Canadian province, reify the concern that
a large number of children and families are subject to child protection intervention that
may not address their underlying needs, compromising the extent to which child protec-
tion systems are truly equipped to improve child outcomes. This supports recent calls for
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more attention to prevention in child protection settings to better serve the needs of chil-
dren [7]. When child protection involvement occurs without a clear protection concern
present, many advocates suggest that community-based services and supportive pro-
gramming will be more effective and desirable for vulnerable families [67-70].

Our findings regarding placement indicate that infants and adolescents are most
likely to be removed from their homes. The high involvement of young children, espe-
cially infants, across the child protection stages we examined in this study may reflect the
particular developmental risk of this age group [69]. For young children, emphasis on
permanency and consistency for children in Quebec has brought attention to family
preservation as a primary objective over time. More stringent timeframes ushered in by
the reforms in 2007 may have pushed workers to avoid placement over time to avoid rigid
timelines imposed by the permanency requirements [50].

Because Quebec has a decision point of confirming the facts of a report, this may
provide for more decision points at the beginning of a case in which families may be di-
verted to more appropriate services (e.g., when there is a retained report and confirmation
of facts is found but not a finding of compromised security or development). For example,
situations of confirmation but not substantiation might include situations of interpersonal
violence that ends because a perpetrator moves out of the house, a child who does not
have an adequate lunch at school and appears dirty or unbathed is diverted from child
protection to obtain other support, or a situation of physical abuse that is deemed not
severe or repetitive and therefore not considered to be a threat to the child’s security or
development. Because this level of decision making is not built into the majority of other
jurisdictions” processes when receiving reports, it is difficult to compare our findings to
other jurisdictions, but the notable difference between the confirmed reports and the sub-
stantiated reports in the present study suggests that this level of granularity of decision
making may be functioning to screen vulnerable families for other needs when child pro-
tection concerns are not high.

These findings demonstrate several possible ways that this and similar studies can
inform preventative policy design that considers a longer view of the population’s vul-
nerabilities. For example, the extent of neglect-related cases undergird past calls for more
supportive community-based family services, income supports, and differential re-
sponses to families reported to child protection [67,68,70-72]. The young age at which
children are more likely to become reported to child protection systems also suggests that
budget allocation to support families with infants could be more cost-effective. Together
with other findings suggesting that recurrence is more likely for families initially reported
to child protection systems for reasons of neglect [6], this study underlines the need for
preventative support for families, especially while children are young.

These findings point to many more granular questions regarding the prevalence of
child protection involvement that could inform policy improvements to support child
well-being across the course of childhood. When the reasons for child protection involve-
ment have been more expansively defined over time [73], the increasing awareness of vul-
nerability has not been matched by expanded preventative services. Given prior incidence
studies in Quebec and other jurisdictions indicating variation across socioeconomic status
in terms of who is most likely to become subject to a child protection report, prevalence
studies may further illustrate the extent of this relationship. In addition, given prior find-
ings regarding variation in child protection involvement across neighborhoods, under-
standing the prevalence (rather than incidence) of child protection involvement through
this lens will help illustrate the scope of involvement such that appropriate supportive
family services can be identified.

The implications of this study in terms of methodology are equally important as are
the clinical findings and policy implications. The methodological differences between an-
nual incidence and prevalence studies covering a period of time cannot be overstated.
They are designed to perform very different functions: the former to provide a glimpse at
new child protection involvement over one year and the latter to estimate the extent of
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this phenomenon over time—in this case, the course of childhood. It appears that when
more data is available over a longer period of time, analyses may uncover higher levels of
risk. This study undergirds the importance of ongoing efforts to improve the quality of
the evidence base in child welfare settings such that more granular prevalence studies can
be conducted —both across jurisdictions in Canada and at a national level. This prevalence
study, the first of its kind in Canada, demonstrates the need for more data regarding who
is likely to become involved with child protection.

Several limitations of this prevalence study must be noted. First, the available data
limit the extent to which we can make claims based on our findings. As we are estimating
counts for the latter years of the study period, we would expect to have more precise
counts in a subsequent follow-up study with a longer time period including actual num-
bers. Further, because data regarding children’s ethnicity is inconsistently available in the
Quebec administrative data, we could not include this variable in our analyses. This is a
major limitation of the present study and many others, and we echo recent calls for better
data regarding ethnicity in child protection [1]. While we focused on data regarding place-
ment outside the home after an initial substantiated report, we did not include the length
of time in out-of-home care—this means that this analysis does not distinguish between
children placed for one night or six months. In addition, it does not capture placements
that occurred following a second report to child protection. Finally, many children expe-
rience maltreatment without a report to child protection being made, meaning that data
on child protection involvement, as is presented here, does not represent all experiences
of maltreatment. These caveats suggest that our findings may underestimate the extent to
which children experience placement outside the home.

Because child protection data in Quebec is captured at a child level, household expe-
riences of child protection involvement (e.g., multiple children with child protection re-
ports) cannot be gleaned from this study nor does this study capture recurrence of child
protection reports. Basic estimates of child protection involvement do not capture many
aspects of children’s individual situations: If there were multiple child protection concerns
as is the case in many child protection reports, only the primary concern is captured in the
data—this leaves the extent of different types of child protection concerns unknown.

5. Conclusions

This study estimated the prevalence of children’s initial interaction with several
stages of the Quebec child protection system across 17 years. Our findings suggest that a
substantial proportion of the child population may become involved with the child pro-
tection system: Before reaching the age of majority, more than 18% of children will be
subject to at least one report of child protection concern that is retained for further inves-
tigation. Further, 10% of the child population may have a child protection report that leads
to a determination of compromised security or development, following which around
more than 5% of all children may be placed outside the home for some period of time. Our
estimates resulting from this study suggest that close to half of initial substantiated child
protection concerns and subsequent placements relate primarily to neglect rather than
other maltreatment concerns in Quebec. Compared to annual counts of child protection
system involvement within this jurisdiction, these findings demonstrate a much more ex-
tensive risk that a given child will experience intervention by the child protection system
at some point during childhood. These findings also suggest that a substantial amount of
these reports may be diverted to more appropriate services. More analysis of the drivers
of involvement in the child protection system can support improved prevention and pro-
vision of needed services.
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