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Abstract

The decision to substantiate a report of child maltreatment represents a
key decision point in the child welfare service decision-making continuum.
This decision has various potential implications for children and their
families, which may include more intensive child welfare involvement or
the cessation of services. The substantiation decision is determined by
whether there is enough evidence to suggest that maltreatment or the risk
of maltreatment has occurred. To date, there has been minimal exploration
of whether child welfare worker characteristics might influence this critical
decision point. The Decision-Making Ecology would suggest that indeed,
worker characteristics play a role in how they carry out their role. Given the
importance of this decision point, this study uses secondary data to examine
whether worker characteristics, such as education level and type, ethnoracial
identity, caseload, and experience, predict substantiation in the Canadian
child welfare context. Furthermore, this study utilizes multilevel modeling,
a theoretically important and unique method of analyzing organizational
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data that considers differences in decisions among child welfare workers.
The final model included 4,327 children and 567 workers from across
Canada. Several case level factors (e.g., child age and functioning, caregiver
risk factors) predicted the substantiation decision. Furthermore, and most
importantly for this study, worker characteristics significantly predicted
their substantiation decision. Workers with fewer years of experience,
those in an Ongoing Services role, and with a lower caseload substantiated
significantly more often than those with more work experience, in another
role, and with higher caseloads. Lastly, caseload and years of experience, and
training and caseload both interacted to predict the substantiation decision.
Implications for policy and practice and future research areas are discussed.

Keywords
child welfare workers, decision-making, substantiation, multilevel modeling,
child maltreatment

Introduction

The decision to substantiate a report of child maltreatment represents a key
decision point in the child welfare service decision-making continuum. This
decision has various potential implications for children and their families,
which may include more intensive child welfare involvement. Substantiation
is an important decision that occurs at the front end of the continuum, as the
majority of people who come to the attention of a child welfare system are
investigated and a subsequent substantiation decision is made (Fallon et al.,
2020). The substantiation decision is determined by whether there is enough
evidence to suggest that maltreatment or the risk of maltreatment has occurred
(Drake & Jonson-Reid, 2000). There are many factors that could influence
this decision to substantiate a child as a victim of maltreatment, possibly war-
ranting further exploration and service within the system.

To date, there has been minimal exploration of whether child welfare
worker characteristics might influence this critical decision point. As they
carry out a dual mandate of promoting the well-being and safety of children,
child welfare workers play an important role, as they are the link between the
system and families who have come to the attention of child welfare organi-
zations. Child welfare workers are required to provide services offered to
families that includes, in part, by making decisions that determine families’
path through the system. These decisions fall on the decision-making con-
tinuum, which directs families through the system and include the decision to
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investigate, substantiate, transfer to Ongoing Services, seek a court supervi-
sion order, place a child in out-of-home care, or return a child to their care-
giver of origin, for example. Thus, the number of families served by child
welfare systems decrease dramatically between the beginning and end of the
decision-making continuum (Baumann et al., 1997).

Substantiation of maltreatment allegations is an important decision, as
many child welfare systems require substantiated abuse or neglect reports
in order for the family to receive continued services. Therefore, this deci-
sion may impact whether a family has access to community services, fur-
ther child welfare services, or results in court involvement. Furthermore,
the Decision-Making Ecology (DME; Baumann et al., 1997) suggests that
worker characteristics play a role in the decisions they make throughout
child welfare services. While there is a U.S. and Canadian body of literature
that has examined the clinical predictors of substantiation (e.g., Font &
Maguire-Jack, 2019; Fallon et al., 2020; Kohl et al., 2009; Trocmé et al.,
2010), we know little about whether worker characteristics predict this key
decision.

In Canadian child welfare systems, the rates of substantiation have varied.
Findings from the most recent Canadian Incidence Study of Reported Child
Abuse and Neglect (CIS-2008; Trocmé et al., 2010) suggest that 36% of child
maltreatment (rate 14.19 per 1,000 children) and 5% of risk of future mal-
treatment (rate 2 per 1,000 children) investigations were substantiated
(Trocmeé et al., 2010). Over the years, incidence results indicate that substan-
tiation rates were highest in 2003 (rate 18.67 per 1,000 children; 49% of
investigations), and in 1998 they were comparable to those in 2008, 9.21 per
1,000 children (43%; Trocmé et al., 2010).

Canadian research suggests that the clinical predictors of substantiated
and unfounded child abuse and neglect investigations differ (Trocmé et al.,
2009). While the substantiation rates of maltreatment types vary, factors that
predict substantiation by maltreatment type do not differ considerably
(Trocmeé et al., 2009). These findings are contrary to those in the U.S. context
(Kohl et al, 2009). Kohl et al.’s (2009) national study that examined the dif-
ferences in recidivism between substantiated and non-substantiated child
maltreatment allegations indicates that their risk of recidivism was similar.
Authors suggest more meaningful methods of identifying risk of future mal-
treatment. Especially, given the differences between the U.S. and Canadian
context, it is important to understand which clinical and worker factors pre-
dict the substantiation decision in Canada. Indeed, empirical evidence that
examines whether worker factors predict child welfare decisions will begin
to close the knowledge gap and inform our ultimate goal of evidence informed
policy, and training and recruitment strategies.
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Exploring whether worker factors predict the substantiation decision is
an important part of developing the overall policy and practice knowledge
base. Indeed, understanding whether workers make decisions differently
may impact how they are trained to provide services and the policies devel-
oped to recruit workers. Given the importance of this decision point, this
study will focus on whether worker characteristics, such as worker educa-
tion level and type, ethnoracial identity, caseload, and experience, predict
substantiation in the Canadian context. Furthermore, this study utilizes mul-
tilevel modeling, a theoretically important and unique method of analyzing
organizational data that takes into account differences in decisions among
child welfare workers.

This study addresses two research questions: (1) What worker characteris-
tics predict the substantiation decision after a child maltreatment investiga-
tion? (2) Does the substantiation decision differ among child welfare workers
after their child maltreatment investigation?

Literature Review

Clinical Factors

Several studies that have tested the relationship between child age and sub-
stantiation have found that younger children are substantiated significantly
more often than older children (e.g., Dettlaff et al., 2011; Font & Maguire-
Jack, 2019; King et al., 2013; Maguire-Jack et al., 2019; Trocmé et al., 2005);
some studies, however, have found no child age effect (King et al., 2003;
Lefebvre et al., 2017; McDaniel, 2006).

Caregiver factors such as those living with functioning difficulties, includ-
ing physical health, drug use, and mental health, housing issues, and with low
income significantly increases the likelihood of substantiation (Dettlaff et al.,
2011; Font & Maguire-Jack, 2015; Freisthler et al., 2017; Jedwab et al., 2015;
Lefebvre et al., 2017). Recent studies in the United States (Font & Maguire-
Jack, 2019; Graham et al., 2018; Janczewski & Mersky, 2016) and Canada
(Ma et al., 2019; Maguire-Jack et al., 2019; Sinha et al., 2013; Trocmé et al.,
2009) have examined the impact of families’ ethnoracial status and suggest
that racialized families are more likely to be substantiated when compared to
white or non-Indigenous families.

The referral source may play a role in whether maltreatment allegations
are substantiated, such that concerns reported by professional sources are
typically substantiated more often than non-professional sources (Dettlaff
et al., 2011; King et al., 2013). In a Canadian study, authors found that mal-
treatment concerns reported by educators were substantiated significantly
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less than other professionals (King & Scott, 2014). Even controlling for the
higher degree of child risk factors reported by educators, their maltreatment
concerns were still substantiated significantly less often (King & Scott,
2014). Recently, Font and Maguire-Jack (2019) also found that educator con-
cerns were substantiated less often, but more often when multiple maltreat-
ment types were identified. In the same study, law enforcement referrals
predicted higher rates of substantiation than other referral sources (Font &
Maguire-Jack, 2019).

Worker Factors

Worker characteristics are less frequently examined than clinical-level
factors but have become more commonly explored in recent years and
there is some indication that they may play a role in the substantiation
decision. In Jent et al.’s (2011) case vignette study, U.S. child welfare
workers were asked to assess and make a substantiation decision on differ-
ent maltreatment case scenarios. Findings suggested that child welfare
worker race and education toward corporal punishment were significantly
associated with their decisions differently, depending on the severity of the
maltreatment in the vignettes. These results suggest that worker factors
may impact their decisions; however, the association of factors may pres-
ent themselves differently depending on the nature of the maltreatment
allegations (Jent et al., 2011). Conversely, Font and Maguire-Jack (2015)
found that child welfare workers substantiated cases differently based on
level of education.

Child welfare worker factors such as child welfare experience and casel-
oad size have also been found to predict the substantiation decision when
investigating maltreatment in caregivers with cognitive impairments
(McConnell et al., 2011). Similarly, child welfare organizations who report
higher workloads have lower substantiation rates (Font & Maguire-Jack,
2019). While these studies have been important for launching the knowledge
base, the current study utilizes a strong methodological approach to assess-
ing the link between workers and their substantiation decision. Only one
other study (Font & Maguire-Jack, 2015) could be located to use such a
methodology. As noted, the decision to substantiate may be applied differ-
ently depending on geography, much more exploration into this area, there-
fore, is required. To build the evidence base, we need a stronger understanding
of which factors contribute to the substantiation decision. Thus, this paper
aims to begin to close this knowledge gap by focusing on assessing which
clinical and worker factors are associated with substantiation, a key child
welfare decision.
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Method

This study uses secondary data analyses of the most recent and only inci-
dence study conducted in Canada, The Canadian Incidence Study of Reported
Child Abuse and Neglect (CIS-2008; Trocmé et al., 2010). The CIS is typi-
cally administered on a 5-year cycle (CIS-1993, 1998, 2003, and 2008) and
aims to produce national incidence estimates of reporte child abuse and
neglect (Trocmé et al., 2010). The current study utilized multilevel modeling
and included data at the child and worker levels. This study addresses two
research questions: What worker characteristics predict the substantiation
decision after a ¢ maltreatment investigation? Does the substantiation deci-
sion differ among child welfare workers after their child maltreatment inves-
tigation? While there is a dearth of evidence in this area, it is hypothesized
that worker characteristics indeed predict the substantiation decision.

Sample

The Canadian Incidence Study of Reported Child Abuse and Neglect (CIS)-
2008 was sampled in three stages: (1) a representative sample of child wel-
fare organizations was chosen (N=112); (2) cases were randomly sampled
throughout a 3-month data collection period (October 1 to December 31
N=9,933); and (3) child investigations (children 15 and under) were identi-
fied (N=15,980; Trocmé et al., 2010). The final sample for multilevel model-
ing only included investigations that were deemed substantiated or
unsubstantiated and included 6,547 child investigations and 763 child wel-
fare workers. Child welfare workers from Quebec did not participate in the
comparative worker questionnaire during this CIS cycle, therefore, were not
included in the analyses. The CIS has been tested for validity and reliability;
for further information, please see the Canadian Incidence Study of Reported
Abuse and Neglect Major Findings (Trocmé et al., 2010).

Data Collection Instruments

Analyses in this study include data that were collected via two different
assessment forms. The first was the maltreatment assessment form, which
was completed by the assigned child welfare worker who provided informa-
tion about the case (e.g., maltreatment allegation type, investigation out-
come), household (e.g., household runs out of money regularly, hazards in
the home), caregiver(s) (e.g., age, functioning), and child (e.g., gender, age,
functioning). The second form was the worker questionnaire, completed
by the assigned child welfare worker and provided information about their
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characteristics (e.g., education, caseload). Data collected from these instru-
ments were integrated and constructed a two-level data set. Clinical-level
data (level one) included any factors used to describe the child (e.g., age),
caregiver (e.g., risk factors), or case/investigation (e.g., referral source).
Worker-level data (level two) included worker characteristics (e.g., caseload,
education).

Measures

Variables in this study were chosen based on a combination of availability
and what is known and what is not known in the body of literature about
predictors of the substantiation decision. Clinical predictors (level one) of
substantiation were chosen based primarily on the findings of the literature
review, which includes international studies, but are found primarily in the
United States. Conversely, there is a dearth of evidence regarding worker
characteristics (level two predictors). Therefore, worker variables were iden-
tified based on the limited number of studies previously conducted and avail-
able data from the CIS.

Dependent variable. Substantiation decision (0O=allegations not substanti-
ated, 1 =allegations substantiated).

Independent variables. See Table 1 for full list of independent variables.

Statistical Analyses Plan

Multilevel modeling is appropriate for data such as those collected in the
CIS-2008. By nature, there is dependence in these data, as it is assumed that
not all workers function similarly. To answer the research questions, a series
of univariate, bivariate, and multilevel tests were run. Initially, empty (no
independent variables) one- and two-level models were used to assess depen-
dency in the data and to determine whether a two-level model would be
appropriate. After adding clinical-level variables to a single-level logistic
model, a random intercept (worker level) was added, resulting in a two-level
logistic regression. Level two fixed effects were then added to the model but
removed if they did not significantly predict the substantiation decision.
Interaction effects at the worker level (e.g., training x caseload) were tested
in the two-level models. There is little empirical evidence in the body of lit-
erature to guide variable interactions. Rather, interactions were chosen based
on hypothetical relationships between worker characteristics and which char-
acteristics may work together to predict substantiation. Log odds, p value,
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Table 1. Independent Variables.

Variable

Definition

Value

Case characteristics
Child age

Child gender

Child functioning

Caregiver age
Caregiver
ethnoracial identity
Caregiver
relationship status
Caregiver risk

factors

Caregiver social
support

Caregiver
cooperation
Household finances

Household moves

Previous involvement

Referral source

Age dichotomized into 5years
or younger and older than 5.

Gender

Functioning issues either
confirmed or suspected:
(e.g., depression/anxiety/
withdrawal; suicidal thoughts;
self-harming behavior; ADD/
ADHD; attachment issues;
aggression)

Age of caregiver in years.
Variable divided at median.

Caregiver ethnoracial identity

Single caregiver or more than
one caregiver in the home.

Caregiver risk factors (e.g.,
drug or alcohol use, mental
health issues, cognitive
functioning issue).

Primary caregiver has few
social supports.

Caregiver cooperation
with the child welfare
investigation.

Household regularly runs out
of money.

Number of times household
has moved in the past year.

Caregiver previous
involvement with child
welfare (as a parent).

Professional source (e.g.,
teachers) or non-professional
source (e.g., neighbor).

0: 5Years or younger

I: Older than five

0: Female

I: Male

0: No functioning issues

I: One or more
functioning issue

0: Younger than 21

I: 21 or older

0: White

I: Not white

0: More than one
caregiver

I: Single caregiver

0: None noted

I: One or more issue
noted

: Not noted

: Few supports noted
: Not cooperative

: Cooperative

- O — O

: Not noted

: Noted

: None

: One or more

: No involvement

: Previous involvement

- 0O — O — O

0: Not professional
source
|: Professional source

(continued)
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Table 1. (continued)

Variable Definition Value

Worker characteristics

Education field Worker field of completed 0: Other than social
education. work
I: Social work
Education level Worker level of completed 0: Bachelor
education. I: Master
Experience Years of child welfare 0: =2years
experience, recoded I: >2years
into three dichotomous 0: <4years
variables, based on variable I: >4years
distribution. 0: =6years
I: >6years
Age Worker age. Variable divided 0: 34 or younger
at median. I: Older than 34
Ethnoracial identity Worker ethnoracial identity. 0: White
“Not white” category is a I: Not white
combination of ethnoracial
identities (e.g., Black, Latin
American, Aboriginal).
Position Position recoded into three 0: Not Intake
dichotomous variables: I: Intake
Intake, Ongoing, Generalist 0: Not ongoing
(e.g., Intake and Ongoing). I: Ongoing
0: Not generalist
I: Generalist
Caseload Caseload at time of data 0: 0-9 cases
collection. Recoded I: >9 cases
into three dichotomous 0: 0—13 cases
variables based on variable I: >13 cases
distribution. 0: 0—18 cases
I: >18 cases
Training Number of child protection 0: 0—6 Training sessions
trainings attended in I: >6 Training sessions
career. Recoded into three 0: 0—10 Training
dichotomous variables based sessions
on variable distribution. I: >10 Training sessions
0: 0—13 Training
sessions

I: >13 Training sessions

Note. ADD =attention deficit hyperactivity disorder; ADHD =attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder.
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and odds ratios (ORs) were assessed for all fixed effects. Level two variables,
even when they did not significantly predict the substantiation decision,
remained in the final model if they contributed to model fit. Commonality
among worker’s decisions was tested using the intraclass correlation coeffi-
cient (ICC). SPSS version 26 was used for univariate and bivariate tests and
SAS version 9.4 was used for all multilevel modeling.

Results
Demographics

Results indicate that the majority of allegations were substantiated (n=4735,
56%). The majority of workers had a social work degree versus another field
(n=794, 67%) and Bachelor degree versus Master degree (any field; n="742,
86%). Years of experience was almost equally distributed, such that 33%
(n=301) had 2 years or fewer, 33% (n=288) had between 2 and 6 years, and
33% (n=298) had more than 6 years. Fifty-four percent (n=468) of workers
were under 34 years and 82% (n=734) identified as white. Worker roles and
organizations are structured differently across the country, there were, how-
ever, 44% (n=401) in an investigative only role, 11% (n=105) in an Ongoing
Service only role, and 37% (n=341) in a generalist position (e.g., investiga-
tion and Ongoing Services). Twenty-one percent (n=187) of workers had up
to nine cases at the time of data collection, 49% (n=433) had between 10 and
18 cases, and 29% (n=263) had more than 18 cases. Lastly, 26% (n=239) of
workers attended up to six training sessions in their career, 55% (n=508)
attended between 7 and 13 training sessions, and 18% (n=169) attended
more than 13 training sessions.

Bivariate Analyses

Clinical level. Several clinical-level variables were significantly correlated with
the substantiation decision. However, only two child-level variables, function-
ing concerns and age, were significantly associated with the substantiation
decision (X2 [1, N=9109]=138.28, p<.000; X [1, N=9109]=41.23, p <.000,
respectively). Male and female children were not substantiated significantly
differently from one another (X?[1, N=9109]=.084 p=.772). All but one care-
giver factor (relationship status; X? [1, N=9109]=.384 p=.536) were associ-
ated with the substantiation decision. Caregiver age (X? [1, N=9064]=12.96,
p <.000), ethnoracial identity (X? [1, N=9109]=51.17, p <.000), functioning
(X*[1,N=9109]=1116.81, p <.000), social supports (X>[1, N=9109]=410.03,
p<.000), cooperation (X*> [1, N=8996]=134.17, p<.000), and previous
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involvement with child welfare (X? [1, N=9005]=18.70, p <.000) were all
significantly associated with substantiation. Number of household moves in
the last year (X? [1, N=7004]=26.38, p <.000), households that regularly ran
out of money (X2 [1, N=7462]=287.49, p <.000), and referral source (profes-
sional, not professional; X? [1, N=9109]=193.05, p <.000) were also signifi-
cantly associated with the substantiation decision.

Worker level. Bivariately, some worker-level variables were significantly asso-
ciated with the substantiation decision; however, this was less frequent than
clinical factors. In terms of worker position, Ongoing Services worker was sig-
nificantly associated with substantiation (X [1, N=845]=6.37, p<.01). How-
ever, the Intake position versus other positions (X? [1, N=845]=.12, p=.72)
and Generalist versus other positions (X? [1, N=845]=2.24, p=.13) were not
significantly associated. Individual factors such as education (social work and
other than social work (X? [1, N=738]=51.17, p=.44), Bachelor and Master
levels (X? [1, N=692]=.31, p=.57), age (34 or younger and older than 34;
X2 [1, N=811]=.23, p=631), and ethnoracial identity (white and not white;
X2 [1,N=833]=.00, p=.96) were not significantly associated with substan-
tiation. Importantly, 82% of workers identified as white, the disproportion-
ate categories (white, not white) may impact results. No experience levels
(=2years and more than 2years, X> [1, N=825]=1.31, p=.25; <4 years
and more than 4years, X [1, N=825]=.001, p=.98; and <6years and
more than 6 years, X> [1, N=825]=1.92, p=.16) were significantly associ-
ated with substantiation at the bivariate level. Organizational environmen-
tal factors such as caseload (=9 and more than 9, X? [1, N=822]=1.16,
p=.28; =13 and more than 13, X? [1, N=822]=.81, p=.36; =18 and more
than 18, X? [1, N=822]=1.67, p=.19) and training (=<6 and more than 6,
X% [1, N=854]=.10, p=.74; =10 and more than 10, X?> [1, N=854]=2.30,
p=.12; =13 and more than 13, X? [1, N=854]= .44, p=.50) were not sig-
nificantly associated with the substantiation decision.

Multilevel Analyses

The final multilevel model was built by conducting several one- and two-
level analyses. Examination of a two-level model with no level one or level
two predictors (empty model—no independent variables) suggested that a
two-level logistic regression was appropriate (X? [N=8429]=6.33, p <.0001,
—2 log likelihood 36963.10), confirming there is dependence in the data.
The final model included 4,327 children (investigations; level one) and 567
workers (level two).
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Model fit. The final model (X?> [N=4327]=263.81, p<.0001) included sig-
nificant and non-significant level one and level two fixed effects and two
significant interactions. This model was chosen because it had the best fit
statistics analyzing the Akaike information criterion, Bayesian information
criterion, and Log-likelihood. The ICC suggests there is 25% variance among
child welfare worker’s substantiation decision.

Clinical factors. Results indicate that several level one clinical factors predict
workers’ substantiation decision. Children 5years or younger were sub-
stantiated more frequently than those older than 5years (OR=0.75, 95% C.1.
[.62—.92]). Children with more than one functioning issue were more than one
and a half times more likely to be substantiated than children with no identi-
fied functioning concern (OR=1.59, 95% C.I. [1.34-1.88]). Caregiver risk
factor was the strongest predictor of substantiation, considering level one and
level two fixed effects. Caregivers with one or more identified risk factor (e.g.,
substance use, mental health concern) were more than five times as likely to
be substantiated in comparison to caregivers with no identified risk factors
(OR=5.29, 95% C.I. [4.42-6.32]). Caregivers with a lack of social supports
were substantiated one and a half times more often than caregivers with ade-
quate social supports (OR=1.65, 95% C.I. [1.35-2.01]). Households that
regularly ran out of money were almost twice as likely to be substantiated as
households without this identified concern (OR=1.81, 95% C.I. [1.43-2.49]).
Those previously involved with the child welfare system as a parent were
slightly less likely to be substantiated than caregivers with no previous
involvement (OR=0.75, 95% C.I. [.63—.89]). Caregivers identified as not
cooperating with the investigation were less likely to be substantiated than
caregivers who were identified as cooperative (OR=0.54, 95% C.I. [.36—.82]).
Lastly, concerns identified by a professional referral source (e.g., teacher,
police) were more than twice as likely to be substantiated compared to reports
from non-professional referral sources (OR=2.31, 95% C.I. [1.93-2.78]).

Worker factors. The majority of worker-level factors did not significantly
predict the substantiation decision. There were, however, three single inde-
pendent level two variables and two level two interactions that did predict
workers’ substantiation decision. See Table 2 for full multilevel results.
Workers with two or fewer years of experience substantiated maltreatment
allegations significantly more frequently than workers with more than 2 years
of experience (OR=1.25, 95% C.I. [1.10-1.51]). Workers in an Ongoing
Family Services role were three times more likely to substantiate maltreat-
ment concerns when compared to workers in any other role (OR=3.22, 95%
C.I. [1.42-7.29]). Caseload size significantly predicted the substantiation
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Table 2. Final Multilevel Model.

Coefficient Std. Error b
Level One
Child age -0.27 0.10 <.005
Child gender -0.03 0.08 689
Child functioning 0.46 0.08 <.0001
Caregiver age 0.16 0.22 A57
Caregiver relationship -0.16 0.08 .060
Caregiver ethnoracial 0.15 0.10 .135
Caregiver risk factors 1.66 0.09 <.0001
Social supports 0.50 0.10 <.0001
Household finances 0.63 0.14 <.0001
Previous involvement -0.28 0.08 <.005
Caregiver cooperation —-0.60 0.20 <.005
Household moves -0.14 0.09 19
Referral source 0.84 0.09 <.0001
Level two
Education field -0.17 0.13 192
Education level -0.09 0.18 611
Experience (=2 or >2years) -0.57 0.28 <.05
Experience (=4 or >4years) 0.12 0.21 .581
Experience (=6 or >6years) -0.24 0.19 .189
Age 0.06 0.14 .669
Ethnoracial 0.13 0.15 409
Position (intake or other than intake) 0.58 0.31 .064
Position (not ongoing or ongoing) 1.17 0.41 <.001
Position (generalist or other than 0.66 0.34 .050
generalist)
Caseload (=9 or >9) 0.09 0.29 742
Caseload (=13 or >13) -0.51 0.17 <.001
Caseload (=18 or >18) 0.25 0.17 .153
Training (=6 or >6) 0.11 0.30 .705
Training (=10 or >10) 0.04 0.16 776
Training (=13 or >13) 0.25 0.16 133
Training (=6 more than 6) X 0.59 0.20 <.001
caseload (=9 more than 9)
Experience (=2 more than 2) X -0.57 0.28 <.05

caseload (=9 more than 9)
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Predicted Probability for Substantiation
With 95% Confidence Intervals

08

06

Probability
|

0.4

0.0

Caseload >9 Caseload 0-9

| Worker experience <=2 years I

| Worker experience > 2 years

Figure |. Worker caseload size and experience interaction.

decision such that workers with a caseload of 13 or fewer substantiated sig-
nificantly more often than those with more than 13 active cases (OR=0.59,
95% C.I. [.42-.83]).

Interactions. Results suggest that caseload size and years of experience
interact to predict workers’ substantiation decision. Workers with less than
2years of experience have a similar likelihood of substantiating allegations
of maltreatment no matter their caseload size. However, workers with more
than 2 years of experience and a caseload of 10 or more substantiate more fre-
quently than workers with the same experience and a caseload between zero
and nine. See Figure 1 for effect plot. Results testing the interaction between
training and caseload suggest that training and caseload, taken together,
indeed impact the rate of substantiation. Workers with lower rates of training
attendance substantiate at similar rates, whether they have a caseload of zero
to nine or 10 or more. However, workers who attended more than six training
sessions in their tenure substantiate more frequently when they have a lower
caseload and less frequently when they have a caseload of 10 or more. See
Figure 2 for effect plot.

Discussion and Implications

There is a gap in the literature when considering whether child welfare
worker characteristics predict the substantiation decision. This decision point
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Figure 2. Worker caseload size and training interaction.

is important in the continuum of service, as the substantiation of maltreat-
ment concerns has the potential to direct families through the child welfare
system, including eligibility for additional community or child welfare ser-
vices (Baumann et al., 1997). Furthermore, while families being served by
child welfare systems should expect service based on familial context, the
DME (Baumann et al., 1997) suggests, and has found (e.g., Dettlaff et al.,
2011; Lwim, in press; Maguire-Jack et al., 2019), that child welfare worker
characteristics, among other factors outside of the clinical case, have the
potential to impact their decisions. This study aimed to answer the questions:
What worker characteristics predict the substantiation decision after a child
maltreatment investigation? Does the substantiation decision differ among
child welfare workers after their child maltreatment investigation?

Clinical Factors

Findings, regarding clinical factors (child, caregiver, case), in this study are
consistent with the wider body of literature. Several studies have found that
younger children are more likely to be substantiated significantly more often
than older children (Dettlaff et al., 2011; Font & Maguire-Jack, 2019; King
etal., 2013; Maguire-Jack et al., 2019; Trocmé et al., 2005). Similarly, results
here suggest that children younger than 5years were substantiated signifi-
cantly more often than those 6 years and older (Filippelli et al., 2020; Goulet
et al., 2018). Indeed, the vulnerability of young children versus teenagers, for
example, may play a role in the rate of substantiation. Findings from this
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study suggest that children with at least one functioning concern (e.g., atten-
tion deficit hyperactivity disorder) were significantly more likely to be sub-
stantiated than children with no identified concerns. These results are
consistent with the wider body of knowledge (Font & Maguire-Jack, 2015;
McDaniel, 2006), which indicates that child functioning plays a role in the
level of evidence workers require to substantiate allegations.

Caregiver ethnoracial identification did not predict higher or lower levels
of substantiation. The literature in this area is mixed, as some studies have
found that ethnoracial identity predicts substantiation (e.g., Fallon et al., 2013;
Font & Maguire-Jack, 2019; Graham et al., 2018; Ma et al., 2019; Sinha et al.,
2013); however, some have not (e.g., Filippelli et al., 2017; McDaniel, 2006).
Indeed, this is a complex issue that must be investigated further, as some
research suggests that poverty and race intersect along the service continuum
(e.g., King et al., 2018), which may occur not only at the individual, but also
at the community level (Wulczyn et al., 2013). Primary caregiver risk factors,
such as more than one identified concern (e.g., alcohol or drug use, mental
health issue), poor social supports, non-cooperation with the investigation,
running out of money regularly, and previous child welfare involvement pre-
dicted higher rates of substantiation. These findings were anticipated and cor-
respond to the wider knowledge base (e.g., Dettlaff et al., 2011; Font &
Maguire-Jack, 2015; Freisthler et al., 2017; Jedwab et al., 2015; Lefebvre
et al., 2017). The greater number of functioning or parenting concerns would
inevitably add to the evidence used to substantiate abuse or neglect allegations
in an investigation. Lastly, a professional referral source (e.g., teacher, police)
predicted the allegations being substantiated significantly more often than a
non-professional referral source (e.g., neighbor, anonymous). These findings
correspond with the wider literature (Dettlaff et al., 2011; Font & Maguire-
Jack, 2019; King & Scott, 2014; King et al., 2013) and suggest that reports of
maltreatment concern from professional sources come with additional evi-
dence or authority that increases the likelihood of substantiation.

Expectedly, many clinical-level characteristics predicted the substantia-
tion decision. While these findings are consistent with the wider body of lit-
erature, this is the only multilevel study examining the substantiation decision
that has been conducted in Canada. Therefore, future research should con-
tinue to assess whether clinical factors predict the substantiation and whether
these factors may vary by organizational and community factors.

Worker Factors

The majority of worker characteristics did not predict the substantiation deci-
sion. However, years of experience, position, caseload, training caseload
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interaction, and experience caseload interaction did predict workers’ substan-
tiation decision. Workers with fewer years of experience substantiated signifi-
cantly more frequently than workers with more than 2years of experience.
There is a lack of research in this area; however, findings from this study cor-
respond with a study that found more experienced workers were more likely
to unsubstantiate allegations (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2003).

There is a growing body of literature that explores worker experience and
other factors related to practice; number of years of experience did not predict
workers’ placement decision (Graham et al., 2015) or the transfer to Ongoing
Services decision (Lwin et al., 2018), for example. There are conflicting find-
ings when considering whether experience predicts the perception of risk
(Lwin et al., in press; Sullivan et al., 2008) these studies, however, utilized dif-
ferent methodologies, which may account for the difference in findings. In a
prospective study, authors found no experience effect for their out-of-home
placement assessment; however, less experienced workers, were significantly
more likely to act on their original assessment and place a child in out-of-home
care than more experienced workers (Davidson-Arad et al., 2003). These find-
ings illustrate that experience may not directly impact assessment and decision-
making, rather, it may impact the decision-making process. While this study
cannot identify whether the substantiation decision was appropriate, it is
hypothesized that less experienced workers may have been more cautious,
thus, substantiating allegations with less evidence and, thus, more often.
Indeed, further research is needed to assess whether experience plays a role in
service and the potential indirect nature of this relationship.

Results from this study suggest that those in an Ongoing Family Services
role were more than three times as likely to substantiate maltreatment con-
cerns compared to workers in any other role. There is little research to situate
these findings. However, we hypothesize that Ongoing Family Services
workers investigate allegations of maltreatment less often than Intake (inves-
tigative only) workers, and therefore, may be more cautious and require less
evidence when substantiating allegations. Similar to the underpinnings of
why less experienced workers may substantiate more often, perhaps Ongoing
Family Services workers might be apprehensive, resulting in a more cau-
tious approach. Furthermore, it is also hypothesized that Ongoing Family
Services workers, given the nature of their role may already know the family
they are investigating, therefore have a different substantiation threshold and
decipher the credibility of the evidence differently from a family they do not
know as well.

Caseload was the final individual worker characteristics that predicted
substantiation. Workers with a caseload of 13 or fewer substantiated signifi-
cantly more often than those with more than 13 active cases. These findings
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are consistent with a recent U.S. study (Font and Maguire-Jack, 2019), who
found that higher workloads were significantly associated with lower sub-
stantiation rates. Similarly, in a synthesis of the literature, authors found that
workers with higher workloads tended to substantiate allegations less fre-
quently (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2003). We are able to situate
the findings from this study within the wider body of literature. While the
methods in this body of literature differ, it is hypothesized that workers with
a higher caseload are unable to conduct an in-depth investigation, resulting in
less evidence to substantiate allegations and therefore, lower rates of substan-
tiation. It is, however, also possible that these cases have an inherent
(unknown) similarity that makes it less likely to substantiate.

Lastly, the interaction between experience and caseload and training and
caseload significantly predicted substantiation. Workers with 2 years or fewer
with a caseload between zero and nine or more than nine were consistent in
the predicted probability of the substantiation decision. However, workers
with more than 2 years of experience with a caseload between zero and nine
were less likely to substantiate than workers with more than 2 years of experi-
ence with a caseload of more than nine (see Figure 1). These findings are
contradictory to the main effect of caseload—the lower the caseload, the less
likely one would substantiate. Nevertheless, it is hypothesized that workers
with more experience are more likely to be assigned complex cases, which
may be more difficult to substantiate than a straightforward maltreatment or
neglect concern. Workers who attended between zero and six training ses-
sions, no matter their caseload (09 cases vs. more than 9 cases), had similar
probability of substantiating maltreatment allegations. However, workers
with more than six training sessions substantiated more often when they had
a caseload between zero and nine, and substantiated allegations less often
when their caseload was 10 or higher (see Figure 2). There is no training main
effect, conversely, there is a caseload main effect. Indeed, workers with more
experience will have attended more training sessions throughout their tenure.
The association consequently may be driven by worker caseload—the num-
ber of cases that a worker is investigating predicts the probability of substan-
tiation and this threshold varies depending on a number of factors, including
years of experience and amount of training.

These key findings should be used as a foundation for future research. In
addition to the noted worker characteristics, other factors that should be
assessed for a relationship with the substantiation decision include factors
such as worker attitude towards the child welfare system, for example.
Indeed, it is important to understand whether worker characteristics, such as
those assessed here, directly impact decision-making or are a factor in the
decision-making process and indirectly influence the outcome. While the



5062 Journal of Interpersonal Violence 38(5-6)

findings are of consequence, they should be utilized cautiously, as there is
some evidence to suggest that worker characteristics play a role in child wel-
fare services, but that characteristics may differ depending on the decision
and service (e.g., Filippelli et al., 2020; Font & Maguire-Jack, 2015; Lwin
et al., in press). Certainly, to promote strong recruitment and onboarding
strategies, and professional development, a much more fulsome body of
knowledge is required. Nonetheless, in child welfare practice, it should be
noted that there is the potential for workers to make decisions differently,
based on personal characteristics. A strong foundation for practice, including
clinical supervision, would promote a consistent decision-making process
and services. Further examination of worker characteristics that predict their
likelihood of substantiation is required, as this is a key decision point in the
continuum of service and understanding differences among worker charac-
teristics are important.

Limitations

While this study aims to alleviate the knowledge gap, there are limitations.
The data analyzed in this study are based only on the first 60 days of the
investigation. This study cannot claim that the substantiation decision,
whether substantiated or not, is appropriate. Rather, the goal of the study is to
assess whether child welfare worker characteristics predict this decision, one
way or the other. The data collection tools were completed by the assigned
case worker and could not be independently verified. While this may be a
limitation, it is a customary method of data collection in incidence studies
(e.g., Font & Maguire-Jack, 2019). This study utilizes cross-sectional analy-
ses, which provides only a snapshot in time and cannot suggest causation.
Dichotomization of continuous variables (e.g., years of experience, child age,
worker age) may have resulted in decreased statistical power. Lastly, the ICC
in a logistic regression, should be interpreted with caution, as the probability,
not frequency, of the dependent variable is calculated.

Conclusion

This study has made a marked contribution to the literature and is the first
multilevel study examining the substantiation decision in Canada. The focus
of this study, assessing the role of worker characteristics to the substantiation
decision, is an important piece of information required to promote evidence-
informed organizational and system policy development. Workers are the
link between the system and families, a stronger understanding of their role
in service, therefore, is required. The substantiation decision, at the forefront
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of the decision-making continuum, has the potential to impact subsequent
service and families’ experience with the child welfare system and access to
community and child welfare services. Importantly, findings suggest that
worker characteristics, such as years of experience, caseload size, position,
and level of training, play a role in the substantiation decision. These charac-
teristics play a role differently in the substantiation decision, as the interac-
tion between variables suggests a more complex relationship between factors
than what may have been previously understood. Given the dearth in litera-
ture, to advance effective policies, the field requires a more robust knowledge
base that weighs the role of worker characteristics in the practice that they
provide.
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