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In surveys where questionnaire responses may indicate child abuse or neglect, the 
project team must develop guidelines to determine whether a report should be 
made to authorities. It is of particular importance that the decision to report or not 
report is considered in the context of state and federal mandatory reporting laws and 
is weighed against the risk that could be created by making an erroneous complaint. 

Child protection agencies do not typically investigate vague reports, or reports of 
incidents from the past, so the project team focused on reviewing data collected that 
were thorough and that described recent events. RTI’s Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) was instrumental in overseeing and enforcing the guidelines for case reviews 
and mandatory reporting. Of critical importance was the need to balance the risk of 
false positive reports with false negative reports.

The aim of this poster is to outline the procedures used to identify potential cases of 
maltreatment, evaluate mandatory reporting requirements, and mitigate the risk of 
filing an erroneous report of abuse or neglect. 

In a recent study conducted by RTI International, the study team utilized a unique, 
multifaceted approach to determine if situations described by respondents — 
both adults and minor children — were indicative of situations that may require a 
mandatory report to authorities. This poster will describe the mandatory reporting 
protocol in an effort to share the knowledge and lessons learned throughout data 
collection on a complex project.

Step 1: Identifying Flagged Questions in Interview

The first step in the mandatory reporting process required the project staff to 
identify which questions in the CAPI instrument would be used to determine if the 
respondent might be a victim or perpetrator of abuse.

An exhaustive review of the questionnaires led to the development of a list of such 
questions. Once these questions were identified, specific parameters had to be 
established to ascertain from the data whether or not the event in question was 
serious enough to be flagged.

Below is an example of some of the questions that were “flagged” in the interview as 
potential indicators of maltreatment.

Step 2: Specifying Parameters for Flagging Data

After the appropriate questions were identified for flagging, specific criteria needed to be set to indicate when a flag 
should be set. Not only did the question itself need to be endorsed to show that abuse might be occurring, but other 
indicators were also taken into consideration. Specifically, these included age of the victim, recency, severity, and 
frequency of the event(s), and caregiving capacity.

For instance, the question identified below had to take into consideration these additional criteria in order to 
generate a maltreatment report for further review:

Adult Interviews: Flagged Questions

(Up until the time {SPECIFIC CHILD} 
was 18 years old,) how many times have 
you hit {SPECIFIC CHILD} on some other 
part of the body besides the bottom 
with something like a belt, hairbrush, 
a stick or some other hard object? 

1=NEVER

2=ONCE OR TWICE

3=3-5 TIMES

4=6-10 TIMES

5=11-20 TIMES

6=MORE THAN 20 TIMES

Age of the victim: if child is 17 or under

Frequency: if response to question = 2-6 
(occurred at least once)

Recency: if reported event happened at least 
once in the past 3 months

Severity: if victim had any marks, bruises, or 
other injuries after the incident

Minor Interviews: Flagged Questions

Has any adult ever kicked or punched 
you?

IF YES – About how often did an adult 
do this to you before you turned 12 
years old?

1=NEVER

2=ONE TIME

3=TWO OR THREE TIMES

4=FOUR OR MORE TIMES

Age of the victim: if child is 17 or under

Frequency: if response to question = 2-4 
(occurred at least once)

Recency: if reported event happened at least 
once in the past 3 months

Caregiver Relationship: if perpetrator is 
mother or father or responsible caregiver

If all the criteria were met as shown above, a flag was set for the case, and a maltreatment report was generated for 
review by project staff. This part of the process would take place upon the receipt of the transmitted data from the 
field interviewer’s laptop to RTI. The flow chart below describes how data are channeled from field laptops to RTI 
through various systems

Step 3: Generation of Maltreatment Report 

If a case was deemed to have met all the criteria for being flagged for review based upon the data reported, a 
maltreatment report was created for the case and an email alert was sent to several project staff members. Below is 
an example of such a report:

-------------------------------------------------------------
Case ID: 12345678
Interview Type: Child (C)
          
Child Name: JANE DOE
Child Address: 555 ANYWHERE ST, CITYVILLE, XX 11111
Child lives with Parent: Yes
          
Child Sex: Female
Child Date of Birth: 1/1/1995
Child Age:  15
          
Date of Interview Completed: 2/8/2010
          
    TC_H7 - adult ever kicked or punched child - 1 (Yes)
    TC_H8 - how often adult did this to child - ONE TIME
    TC_H8Who - which adult did this to child - Father           
    TC_H9 - how often adult did this to child - TWO OR THREE TIMES
    TC_H9Who - which adult did this to child - StepMom Father          
    TC_H9x - adult did this in the past 3 months - 1 (Yes)
    TC_H9x1 - which adult did this to child - StepMom Father          
    TC_H9y - child was injured - 1 (Yes)
    TC_H9z - child saw a doctor or nurse because of this injury - 1 (Yes)

END -- CASE ID:  12345678
-------------------------------------------------------------

Step 4: Project Staff Review of Reports and Data 

During this step of the process, staff who received the maltreatment report evaluated the data as compared to an 
IRB-approved “decision tree” and determined if a formal group review was required. 

Example of Decision Tree

At the group review level, the case 
was discussed by staff members 
and an expert in the field of child 
maltreatment. Such a review 
allowed the project team to take a 
“big picture” approach and not rely 
upon a wholly mechanistic process. 
Other data not pulled into the report 
could be accessed and reviewed, 
and living situations and caregiving 
arrangements could be discussed. 

This personal review provided 
one final quality assurance step 
to ensure that the data obtained 
indicated a serious threat of abuse, 
and that enough valid information 
was provided to warrant a report to 
authorities.
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A total of 164 minor children and 561 adult respondents were interviewed. The 
table below shows a summary of how many cases were flagged by the system and 
generated reports, and of those, how many required and did not require a formal 
review or report to the authorities.

Minor Child Interviews Adult Interviews

Total Flagged Cases 14 11

Not requiring Group Review 10  9

Requiring Group Review  4  2

Requiring Report to Authorities  0  0

A structured approach to the process of reviewing data for the purpose of 
determining whether or not a mandatory report of potential maltreatment of a minor 
should be made proved to be useful in this particular study. The use of an automated 
data flagging and notification system greatly reduced the amount of labor hours it 
would have taken an individual to sift through the data and find cases that would 
require a review.

Additionally, the two step process of systematic flagging and group review allowed 
the project team to rely not entirely on the data throughout this process. Bringing in 
field experts and taking an interdisciplinary team approach to reviewing the cases 
allowed us to consider relevant reporting requirements beyond those outlined in the 
decision tree.

Of the 6 cases that required a group review, none were determined to meet the 
specific requirements for a formal complaint to authorities. Weighing the severity 
of the situations reported in the data against the potential of serious personal and 
emotional risk should the reports be inaccurate was not a simple task. The decision-
making process was complicated due to the sensitivity of the situations being 
described. The project team set a high threshold for reporting criteria in an attempt 
to be mindful of the potential negative impact and risk that a family could face 
as a result of a report. However, the safety of the child in question was taken very 
seriously.

In sum, RTI found that this multifaceted approach worked well in reducing the poten-
tial for erroneous reports and may be used in other projects collecting similar data.

3. Results

4. Conclusions
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Adult Interviews: Flagged Questions

(Up until the time {SPECIFIC CHILD} was 18 years old,) how many 
times have you hit {SPECIFIC CHILD} on some other part of the body 
besides the bottom with something like a belt, hairbrush, a stick or 
some other hard object? 

(Up until the time {SPECIFIC CHILD} was 18 years old,) how many 
times have you thrown or knocked {SPECIFIC CHILD} down? 

(Up until the time {SPECIFIC CHILD} was 18 years old,) how many 
times have you been so drunk or high that you had a problem taking 
care of {SPECIFIC CHILD}?

Minor Interviews: Flagged Questions

Has any adult ever kicked or punched you?

Has any adult ever pushed or thrown you around, like against a wall 
or down stairs?

Has any adult ever forced you to look at their sexual parts?

How often did your parent have to leave you alone, even when someone 
should have been there with you?

Bio-
Tracking
System

Email
Server

Integrated
Field
Management
System 

Control
System

FI Laptops

Create
Cases 

Blaise #2
Master

Database

Blaise #3
Master

Database

Blaise #1
Master

Database

Create
Cases 

Load BTS
and CS 

Mandatory 
Report

PA2.  Is child in question currently up to 18 years old? 

YES ➜ CONTINUE TO PA2a.
NO ➜ NO REVIEW REQUIRED.

PA2a.  Did the incident occur within the past 3 months?

YES ➜ CONTINUE TO PA3.
NO ➜ NO REVIEW REQUIRED.

PA3.  Was the R responsible for caring for the child?

YES ➜ CONTINUE TO PA4.
NO ➜ NO REVIEW REQUIRED. 

PA4.  Did the child in question suffer from any physical injuries?

YES ➜ CONTINUE TO PA5. 
NO ➜ NO REVIEW REQUIRED.

PA5.   Was any item endorsed at 6–10 times OR were 3 items 
endorsed at 3–5 times OR were 5 items endorsed at 1–2 
times?

YES ➜ REVIEW REQUIRED.
NO ➜ NO REVIEW REQUIRED.

Basic case information 
and demographics 
were included to 
identify the respondent 
in case a report was 
required.

The flagged variable 
names, a brief text 
description of the 
question, and the 
response data were 
also included.


