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Introduction

Intervening early to prevent maltreatment is essential. Community action to pre-
clude harm to children is foundational to changing the social conditions and institu-
tional arrangements that are associated with increased likelihood of child 
maltreatment. Preventing child maltreatment starts with understanding the factors 
that elevate and mitigate the risk for dysfunction in the home – factors we character-
ize as social determinants of health – as well as broader community risks (particu-
larly poverty, intergenerational cycles of disadvantage, and the unique challenges 
experienced by Indigenous communities in westernized countries with a history of 
colonial dispossession and dislocation) and risks within institutions, even those set 
up to serve and provide care for children and young people.

But the unique contribution of a public health approach is how to introduce pre-
ventive frameworks and embed supports across government portfolios, across 
diverse service delivery platforms, and, most importantly, providing these interven-
tions at a whole-of-population level, not just to a narrow group of high-risk families. 
They also need to be embedded within new models of “business-as-usual” particu-
larly for those key universal service delivery platforms, like health, education, and 
early childhood development services. Currently, prevention tends to be delivered 
via short-term pilot initiatives.

Across the parts in which the various chapters in this book are grouped, we 
uncover the key concepts of what needs to be incorporated within population-level 
strategies. We cover the challenges of contemporary child welfare systems, includ-
ing the successes and key limitations. We outline the key elements of a population-
based public health approach, explore and give examples of implementation issues 
and limitations, and suggest some of the challenges ahead.

As much as research has helped to uncover many such factors, most protective 
systems have found themselves unable to do more than respond in times of crisis. 
Prevention is simply not part of the operating model that existing child welfare sys-
tems routinely employ. Advocates of public health approaches to protecting chil-
dren, our colleagues, have for a long while been publicly calling for an emphasis 
upon prevention rather than solely relying upon reactive responses to situations 
where maltreatment has already occurred. Yet, change has been slow – far slower 
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than most advocates would prefer. We write this book with the hope that it will draw 
even more attention to the need and rationale for public health prevention.

The idea for this book came from our own collective frustrations at what we 
perceived to be very slow progress in transitioning from a reliance upon narrow, 
forensically oriented child protection approaches to more holistic, community-
mobilizing ones. We embraced the need for integrated organizational collaborations 
to bring necessary help and assistance to vulnerable families struggling to get by in 
very difficult circumstances.

Despite the benefits in system reform, in our view, however, there were many 
significant impediments to achieving a truly preventative response to the problem of 
child maltreatment. Other areas of social harm have achieved significant reductions 
in harm due to the conceptualization of the issue as a “public health” problem and 
implementation of population-level responses, for example, road trauma, tobacco-
related cancers, and dental health. Issues remain in the conceptualization of public 
health approaches, their implementation into contemporary child protection sys-
tems, and building interagency relations that will facilitate the provision of inte-
grated services, not to mention the flow of information that enables effective 
primary, secondary, and tertiary responses.

Our hope is that this book provides a platform of knowledge and ideas upon 
which system reform can provide the web of care for children and families and 
struggling communities.

The book aims to alert the reader to the multifaceted, critical considerations rel-
evant to building systems that have effective communication, coordination, and col-
laboration. The book highlights strategies that empower community-based services 
and mobilize community members to provide accessible support and practical help 
to vulnerable children, struggling families, and impoverished communities. Hence, 
the book outlines ways to think about and deliver social and material support that 
addresses the social inequalities and structural factors associated with an elevated 
risk of child abuse and neglect. The book promotes approaches that are:

•	 Humane and compassionate responses to service users
•	 Population-based, multidisciplinary, and based on the best research evidence and 

practice wisdom
•	 Built upon the successes and address the limitations of contemporary child pro-

tection interventions, such as the overrepresentation of marginalized groups
•	 Critical of the dominant ideological, political, and institutional interests that hin-

der socially just outcomes for vulnerable groups, particularly Indigenous 
peoples

We do not seek to portray a single or “ideal” way to develop a contextually 
appropriate preventative system. Rather, we hope to have captured the complexity 
inherent in addressing the variety of ideological, institutional, and historical issues 
in protecting children and to intervene early and effectively to prevent harm. We 
provide a succinct appraisal concerning the prescient issues confronting child pro-
tection and offer new insights and different perspectives regarding conceptualiza-
tions of public health approaches and how these can shape various ways to deliver 

Introduction
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services and “make child protection everyone’s business.” The book grapples with 
managing system change and the complexities of operationalizing the principles of 
public health approaches within diverse political, policy, practice, cultural, and 
community contexts.

In Part I, the book succinctly outlines the checkered history of child welfare/
protection and problematizes the systemic, policy, and practice failings that have 
occurred over time, concluding that despite our best intentions and efforts, contem-
porary approaches to child protection have significant limitations and unintended 
consequences for children, parents, families, and communities.

Part II then examines the increased attention focused upon public health 
approaches to prevent maltreatment and provide earlier interventions to assist vul-
nerable and struggling families and communities. This is followed by an in-depth 
and broadly scoped description and critical appraisal of various conceptualizations 
of public health approaches to reducing the incidence and prevalence of child mal-
treatment and addressing their underlying ideological foundations and political con-
siderations. A variety of perspectives are provided for how maltreatment can be 
prevented at societal and community levels.

Part III examines various jurisdictions’ systemic reforms and program/practice 
developments that operationalize early intervention and prevention approaches. The 
dynamic processes inherent in systemic change are explored, particularly regarding 
service approaches and information needs. Also covered in detail are the issues that 
can arise and that influence the implementation of public health approaches. Case 
studies are used to highlight:

•	 How particular political, social, cultural, and institutional contexts affect how 
programs and services are structured and delivered

•	 Discourses that are used to reshape service user experiences of the interventions 
used and community perceptions of child maltreatment and approaches to 
address it

•	 The pitfalls and successes of systems that are in transition to become better at 
prevention

In seeking this, we have been steadfast in our conviction that public health 
approaches offer many advantages over risk-dominated child protection ones.

In Part IV, the book closes by identifying some emerging issues and critical 
trends that appear likely to affect efforts to prevent and reduce child maltreatment 
and its social harms. We have not shied away from facing up to the significant chal-
lenges and limitations that are part of an emphasis upon early intervention strate-
gies, evidence-based services, and programs and addressing underlying inequities 
and inequalities that are core to public health models. System reform is usually a 
long and hard road, with setbacks as well as rewards. It requires our unremitting 
efforts, our intellect, values-based insights, perseverance, and vitality.

The safety and well-being of all children demands nothing less.

Introduction
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program examines issues related to child sexual abuse, child and adolescent prob-
lem sexual behaviors, adult sexual assault, public health approaches to prevention, 
and perpetration and sexual offending. Her areas of research interest include the 
dynamics and intersections between different types of sexual violence, service and 
systems responses to victim/survivors, criminal justice responses to sexual offences, 
feminist frameworks sexuality and sexual violence, and prevention and public pol-
icy. Antonia has a strong background in qualitative research methods, stakeholder 
engagement and consultation, and extensive experience in the writing, develop-
ment, and production of publications and resources for policy and service sectors 
involved in responding to sexual violence. Before beginning at the Australian 
Institute of Family Studies, she was a lecturer and researcher in the Department of 
Criminology (University of Melbourne).

Dominic  Richardson  has a PhD in Social Policy and is an alumnus of the 
University of York, United Kingdom. Presently, Dominic is a senior education spe-
cialist at UNICEF, Office of Research, Innocenti, where he leads research on issues 
of equity in education and the relationships between schooling, school outcomes, 
and child well-being. His present projects include Time to Teach, a study of the 
determinants of teacher absenteeism in Sub-Saharan Africa, Sports for Development 
evidence on learning and social inclusion, and violence in schools. Dominic previ-
ously worked with OECD Social Policy Division on child well-being, evaluating 
family policies, and studies of extreme poverty and vulnerability. Dominic has led 
or coauthored several reports on comparative child and family well-being including 
How’s Life for Children? in OECD’s 2015 How’s Life? and OECD’s Doing Better 
for Children and Doing Better for Families as well as UNICEF Innocenti Report 
Cards 7, 9, and 14. Dominic recently coordinated a global project on families, fam-
ily policies, and the SDGs, which was published in May 2018.

Carol W. Runyan  is professor at the Colorado School of Public Health and direc-
tor of the Program for Injury Prevention, Education and Research. Dr. Runyan grad-
uated from Macalester College, received an MPH from the University of Minnesota 
and PhD from the University of North Carolina where she was a predoctoral fellow 
in child and family policy, and then completed a postdoctoral fellowship at Johns 
Hopkins University. She co-founded the University of North Carolina Injury 
Prevention Research Center and served as director for 22 years while on the faculty 
at UNC’s Gillings School of Global Public Health. She has conducted research on 
child and adolescent injury, occupational injury, and suicide prevention and been a 
leader in continuing education for injury prevention. Honored by the US Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention as one of the 20 most influential leaders in the field 
in 20 years, she also received a Distinguished Career Award from the American 
Public Health Association.
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Desmond K. Runyan  is the Jack and Viki Thompson Professor of Pediatrics at the 
University of Colorado, professor of Epidemiology in the Colorado School of 
Public Health, and executive director of the Kempe Center. Runyan completed med-
ical school and pediatrics training at the University of Minnesota. He became a 
Robert Wood Johnson Clinical Scholar and completed a doctorate in Public Health 
at the University of North Carolina. Runyan then joined the faculty of the University 
of North Carolina’s departments of pediatrics and of social medicine. He moved to 
Colorado in 2011. His research has addressed the identification and consequences 
of child abuse and neglect and the epidemiology of child abuse internationally. He 
designed longest multi-site prospective study of the consequences of child abuse; 
LONGSCAN is now more than 28 years in duration. Runyan helped design and 
conduct the first US study examining the incidence and consequences of abusive 
head trauma and led the development of a set of tools being used to assess child 
abuse epidemiology in more than 50 countries.

Erica Russ  lectures and coordinates field education in Social Work at the University 
of New England, Australia. Prior to moving into academia, Erica had extensive 
industry experience in Social Work focusing on child, youth, family, and early 
childhood services holding significant experience and expertise in child protection, 
out-of-home care, and adoption as her main fields of practice. During her career in 
child protection, Erica worked across direct practice, service development, program 
management, operational and strategic policy, and management including holding 
senior positions in a statutory child protection agency. Erica has sat on university 
committees and review boards as an industry and academic representative. Erica has 
extensive experience in the development and delivery of industry training in the 
areas of child protection, out-of-home care, staff well-being, and vicarious trauma. 
She has a particular interest in child protection workforce issues with these being 
the topic of her doctoral thesis.

Matthew  Sanders  is a professor of Clinical Psychology and director of the 
Parenting and Family Support Centre at The University of Queensland. He is the 
founder of the internationally recognized Triple P-Positive Parenting Program, 
which is now run in 28 countries around the world in 20 languages. 75,000 practi-
tioners have been trained to deliver Triple P. He has published extensively in the 
area of parenting, family psychology, and the prevention of behavioral and emo-
tional problems in children. He is a fellow of the Academy of Social Sciences in 
Australia, Australian Psychological Society, New Zealand Psychological Society, 
Australian Association of Cognitive Behaviour Therapy, and the Academy of 
Experimental Criminology. He is an honorary professor in the School of 
Psychological Sciences at the University of Manchester, Glasgow Caledonian 
University, and the Faculty of Education at the University of Auckland. He has been 
a consultant to the Council of Europe on positive parenting and is a former 
Queenslander of the Year.
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Leanne Schubert  is an artist and social worker in private practice and affiliate of 
the University of Newcastle in New South Wales, Australia. She has worked as a 
research associate with coauthor Mel Gray for several years and has published 
numerous articles on the relationship between social work and art, community prac-
tice, knowledge production, and domestic and family violence and how these are 
influenced by the contemporary sociopolitical context.

Debbie  Scott  is a multidisciplinary researcher with nursing and public health 
background. Her early work as a nurse and public health injury prevention profes-
sional has led to a unique perspective to approaches in child protection and child 
well-being. Debbie has contributed to more than 100 peer-reviewed papers, manu-
scripts, and government reports and is an experienced speaker, presenting at local, 
national, and international conferences – including a number of keynote and invited 
papers. Debbie was the manager of the Queensland Injury Surveillance Unit, using 
surveillance data to inform policy on product safety, driver licensing for adoles-
cents, and toddler drownings, for example. She has extensive experience in the link-
age of larger administrative datasets and health classifications, participating in the 
development of ICD-11 for child maltreatment coding of health data. She has 
worked in a number of academic and government settings. Her current work as a 
senior research fellow for Monash University, Australia, and Strategic Lead for 
Population Health at Turning Point, Australia, is focused on the intersection of child 
protection, family violence, mental health, and alcohol and drugs.

Aileen Shaw  is the manager of Strategic Development at the UNESCO Child and 
Family Research Centre in NUI Galway. She has extensive experience in research 
management, fundraising, and nonprofit practice. In 2015, she completed a PhD 
study on philanthropic investment in children and youth in Ireland. Her current 
research interests include commissioning, nonprofit management, and international 
foundation funding in the child and youth sector. Within the philanthropic field, 
Aileen has previously worked as research and development director at the National 
Network of Grantmakers in San Diego, California. She has also acted as a fundrais-
ing and communications consultant for several community-based, advocacy organi-
zations in the United States and Ireland.

Kim Spicer  is the senior manager of Outcomes and Practice in the Child and Youth 
Services Division within the Ministry of Human Services, Alberta, Canada. She has 
worked within the Ministry of Human Services in Child Intervention since 1998 and 
has provided direct client services as well as provided oversite to staff, policy, and 
program development in various leadership positions over her career. Kim has been 
involved in the development and implementation of many child intervention initia-
tives throughout her career and is passionate about supporting child intervention 
staff to have the tools they need to support families through enhancing family 
capacity.
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Sharon Steinhauer  works for University nuhelot’įne thaiyots’į nistameyimâkanak 
Blue Quills as program lead for social work education since 1998. Blue Quills is a 
former Indian Residential School now owned and operated by seven First Nations 
communities in northeast Alberta, Canada. Blue Quills has established programs 
that students of all cultures describe as transformative, influenced significantly by 
immersion in Indigenous knowledge, traditional ceremonies, and the relational 
practice of engaging in circles to build common ground.

Sharon’s work with children and families has become more focused in recent 
years in both training and research activities. A shift occurs when child intervention 
practitioners understand the colonial and residential school impacts and they stop 
judging families. The legacy of unresolved historic and intergenerational trauma has 
resulted in high rates of children in government care and families struggling to 
recover with little or no societal understanding of their needs or the resources to 
support them.

Vincent  Steinhauer  is president of University nuhelot’įne thaiyots’į nistamey-
imâkanak Blue Quills since 2012. He is the third generation of Indigenous resur-
gence since Blue Quills was taken over from the Canadian government following 
decades as a Residential School where Indigenous children were placed when they 
were forcibly removed from their families.

With Vincent’s leadership, the school has transformed from a community college 
to an internationally accredited university. Vincent served as a co-chair of the rede-
sign of Children’s Services for the province of Alberta from 1997 to 2000 and also 
sat as public member on the board of governors for two terms with the Alberta 
College of Social Workers. Vincent holds two degrees from the University of Alberta 
and is completing a Doctoral Degree in Indigenous Governance in spring 2018.

Vincent travels on the red road of the newo iyiniwak and carries ceremonial bun-
dles for the children. He is a family man from Saddle Lake Cree Nation.

Heather Taussig  is a professor and the associate dean for Research at the University 
of Denver’s Graduate School of Social Work. She is also an adjunct professor at the 
Kempe Center for the Prevention and Treatment of Child Abuse and Neglect at the 
University of Colorado. Dr. Taussig’s research focuses on developing and testing 
prevention programming for vulnerable youth, primarily maltreated children with 
child welfare involvement. She developed and directs the Fostering Healthy Futures 
program, an evidence-based mentoring program for children in foster care. She also 
conducts longitudinal research on risk and protective factors, child welfare out-
comes, and policy issues related to child maltreatment and foster care. Dr. Taussig 
currently serves on the Research Board of the National Mentoring Resource Center, 
funded by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention. She served on 
Colorado Governor Ritter’s Task Force on Foster Care and Permanence and contin-
ues to participate in several community collaboratives. Dr. Taussig is an awardee for 
her work on child abuse and neglect from the International Society for the Prevention 
of Child Abuse and Neglect.
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Nico Trocmé  is the director of the School of Social Work and the Philip Fisher 
Chair in Social Work at McGill University. Dr. Trocmé is the principal investigator 
for the  Canadian Incidence  Study (CIS) of Reported Child Abuse and Neglect 
(1993, 1998, 2003, and 2008) and the lead researcher for a research capacity devel-
opment and knowledge mobilization initiative involving child welfare and 
Aboriginal service provider agencies in Quebec. The work for this chapter was sup-
ported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC # 
895-2011-1015).

Catherine Twinn  has been an Alberta lawyer since 1980. In 2011–2013, she initi-
ated and led a large-scale collective impact community and systems’ engagement 
process to reduce the number of Aboriginal children in the child welfare system, 
utilizing the “Braid Strategy.” Childhood trauma – adverse childhood experiences 
(ACEs) – substantially increases risks for a range of later-in-life negative outcomes 
including interactions with systems that are not trauma-informed. She is one of the 
first Peer Support volunteers for the Alberta Lawyers’ Assistance Society. She is a 
trustee for a number of Indigenous Trusts, so Indian Act reserve communities can 
decolonize and redistribute power and responsibility into good governance bodies 
fulfilling fiduciary and justice principles.

Kerryann  Walsh  is a professor in the Faculty of Education at Queensland 
University of Technology. Kerryann conducts strategic and applied research on 
child protection, including leading projects for the Australian Royal Commission 
into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse. Over the past 10  years, her 
research has been concerned with generating empirically validated principles for 
child maltreatment prevention and response and ensuring the uptake of these prin-
ciples in legislation, policy, and practice. With colleagues, she has researched and 
published in the areas of school-based child sexual abuse prevention programs, fam-
ily violence prevention, professionals’ reporting of child abuse and neglect, and 
training interventions for mandatory reporters. This work has been taken up in pol-
icy deliberations by Australian governments, has influenced law reform, and has 
been a catalyst for changes to education policy and practice.

Lindsey  Weiler  is an assistant professor of Family Social Science and affiliate 
faculty with the Institute for Translational Research in Children’s Mental Health at 
the University of Minnesota. Dr. Weiler earned her doctoral degree in Applied 
Developmental Science from Colorado State University where she co-developed 
and researched the impact of Campus Connections, a multi-level, multicomponent 
youth mentoring program facilitated by couple and family therapists on at-risk ado-
lescents. Her research focuses on developing, testing, and optimizing preventive 
interventions for high-risk families. The goal of this research is to identify effective 
strategies for fostering healthy development among vulnerable populations (e.g., 
children in foster care, justice-involved families). Her work seeks to leverage adult-
youth relationships and the alliance between parents and other caring adults to pro-
mote positive outcomes.
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Sasha Williams  is currently practicing as a solicitor in children law at Jones Myers 
Solicitors in Leeds, UK. Her qualifications include a Law Degree (LSE), an MSc in 
Applied Social Studies/DipSW (Oxon) qualifying her to practice social work, a 
PGDip in Psychology (Open University), and an MSc in Social Research (University 
of Leeds). She is a member of the Law Society and the British Psychological Society 
and was until recently registered with the HCPC.  Most recently Sasha received 
ESRC funding to conduct a PhD at the University of Huddersfield exploring how 
laypeople construct child neglect (main supervisor Nigel Parton). Before returning 
to legal practice in 2017, Sasha taught pre- and post-qualifying social work students 
at BSc and MSc level at the University of Huddersfield, and her research has formed 
the basis of lectures, seminars, advanced children practitioner workshops, publica-
tions, and national and international conference presentations.

Marc Winokur  director of the Social Work Research Center, joined the School of 
Social Work Faculty at Colorado State University (CSU) in fall 2004. Dr. Winokur 
received his PhD in Education and Human Resource Studies with a specialization in 
Research Methods and Program Evaluation from CSU. Dr. Winokur has 14 years of 
applied research experience in child welfare that has influenced policies, practices, 
and procedures at the international, federal, state, and county levels. Dr. Winokur 
has conducted randomized controlled trials on differential response and home visi-
tation programs and systematic reviews on kinship care and juvenile sexual offender 
treatment outcomes. Dr. Winokur also has conducted evaluations on foster care, 
adoption, family preservation services, child maltreatment prevention, child welfare 
caseworker retention, and family treatment drug courts. Additional research inter-
ests include family engagement practices, trauma-informed interventions, child 
well-being measures, and risk and safety assessment in child protective services.

Tania Withington  is the manager of the Children’s Health Queensland Hospital 
and Health Service, Child and Youth Mental Health Service, and Eating Disorder 
Program. She is a visiting fellow at the Queensland University of Technology in the 
School of Public Health and Social Work. Dr. Withington is a reviewer for the inter-
national journal of Child Abuse & Neglect. She is an accredited mental health social 
worker with the Australian Association of Social Work. Dr. Withington’s research 
interests lie in child and adolescent mental health, child protection (specifically out-
of-home care), and relational interventions including evidenced-based models of 
family therapy. Dr. Withington has published a number of journal and conference 
papers in these areas. Dr. Withington has a specific interest in garnering and utiliz-
ing the perspectives of service users to inform systemic responses to the felt need 
aiming to achieve best possible outcomes for individuals and families. She contin-
ues to work clinically with children and families in a mental health context.
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