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Introduction

Eckenrode, MacMillan and Wolfe have presented convincing evidence that child maltreatment is

an all too prevalent and serious social problem. Eckenrode stated that developmental-ecological

and public-health models are the most prominent frameworks for the prevention of child

maltreatment. Elsewhere,1 my colleagues and I have integrated these two frameworks with one

axis representing the public-health levels of prevention (universal, selective, indicated) and the

other axis representing different ecological levels (from micro to macro) addressed by the

intervention (see Table 1).

This framework draws attention to three key points. First, it is apparent not only that detection

and protection are emphasized over prevention, as noted by Eckenrode, but that most programs

are micro-centred, neglecting meso- and macro-level factors.1 Second, in their focus on

enhancing protective factors and reducing risk factors, prevention programs not only aim to
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prevent child maltreatment but also strive to promote the well-being of children, parents and

families. Third, in strengthening children, parents and families, such programs are often also

successful in preventing a number of other negative outcomes for children, including academic

failure, school dropout and criminal behaviour.2 Prevention programs can build strengths and

prevent many negative outcomes, not only child maltreatment.

As MacMillan observed, risk and protective factors for child sexual abuse are somewhat different

than those for other forms of maltreatment. Moreover, programs for the prevention of child

sexual abuse focus on educating children and enhancing their abilities to resist sexual abuse.

MacMillan rightly acknowledged the limitations of this approach, which locates the responsibility

for prevention with potential child victims rather than with more powerful adult perpetrators.

Clearly, more sophisticated theoretical frameworks need to be developed to guide child sexual

abuse prevention.

Research

The three reviewers noted the range of different types of child maltreatment prevention

programs and asserted that the best evidence that child maltreatment can be prevented comes

from studies of home visitation, particularly those by Olds, Kitzman, Eckenrode and colleagues.
3,4,5 In a review of this literature,1 home visitation programs that are at least one year in length

and provide 20 or more home visits were found to be more effective than shorter and less

intensive programs. While there has not been much research on universal media campaigns, one

study6 of newsletters for new parents on how to promote infant development reported positive

impacts. Parents who received the newsletter scored significantly lower on a measure of child

abuse potential and reported spanking or slapping their child half as much in the week prior to

the assessment than parents in the control group who did not receive the newsletter.

There are a number of community-based, multi-component prevention programs that provide

family support, such as home visitation or parent training, preschool education for children, and

a range of other services. While these programs have been found to have larger impacts on child

and family well-being than home visitation or media programs7 and thus would seem to have

great potential for the prevention of child maltreatment, only one of these programs has

examined impacts on rates of child maltreatment. A long-term follow-up of over 1,400 children8

found that children who participated in the Child Parent Centers that provided preschool and

school enhancements for children and promoted parent involvement had significantly lower rates
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(5%) of court petitions for child maltreatment by age 17 than children in a comparison group

(11%). Moreover, parent involvement in the children’s school and school mobility were

significant mediators of these impacts.

The reviewers are correct in asserting that there is little evidence that child sexual abuse

education programs actually prevent this problem. However, one study9 found that

undergraduate students who had participated in a “good touch-bad touch” program in preschool

or elementary school reported significantly lower rates of experiencing child sexual abuse (8%)

than students who had not participated in such a program (14%). While the retrospective design

is a limitation, this study suggests that this approach may have some preventive potential.

Implications

There are several important implications of the research and action regarding the prevention of

child maltreatment. First, as Eckenrode noted, there is a need for better coordination of research

and policy. Too often governments embark on a social policy without building in rigorous

research that can evaluate the causal impacts of programs. Second, as Wolfe and Eckenrode

have suggested, there is a need to examine program processes and outcomes in different cultural

contexts. What is successful for preventing child maltreatment with low-income white families in

rural New York may be quite different for low-income African-American families in Memphis or

Chicago.  Moreover, there is a need for cross-national research, as most of the evaluations of

child maltreatment have been conducted in the U.S. and may not be generalizable to other

nations.

Third, there is a need to ensure that child maltreatment prevention programs are sufficiently

powerful to create positive impacts. There is growing evidence that preschool prevention

programs for children must be long and intensive to have short-term and long-term preventive

impacts.2 In many locales, governments are reluctant or unwilling to provide adequate funding to

ensure that evidence-based child maltreatment prevention programs are disseminated and

implemented so that there is fidelity to the original program model. For example, once the

demonstration grant for the original nurse home visitation program3 in rural New York ended,

the local health unit doubled the caseloads of the nurse home visitors, thus diluting the intensity

of the program.10 All of the original nurses quit their jobs in reaction to this decision.
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Fourth, prevention programs need to begin to address meso- and macro-level risk and protective

factors. Eckenrode pointed out the diminution of social capital in North America and the need to

restore it. Unless home visitation and multi-component programs are accompanied by community

development, housing and employment programs, children will continue to grow up in toxic

neighbourhoods that are characterized by high levels of poverty, substandard housing, violence

and criminal behaviour. Finally, social policies that have an agenda of social justice and poverty

reduction are needed to support children and families more adequately. There are many

excellent models of progressive policies in western and northern Europe that could benefit North

American children and families.11 More fully implementing prevention programs, community

interventions and social policies to promote family well-being and prevent child maltreatment

will require a fundamental shift in social values in North America – from individualism and

victim-blaming to collective well-being, support for community structures and social justice.12

Table 1

Examples of Programs for Prevention or Early Intervention of Child Maltreatment by Level of Prevention and Highest
Ecological Level Addressed
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