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Chapter 8

Child Abuse Reporting:
The Need to Shift Priorities
from More Reports to
Better Reports

Douglas ]. Besharov with Lisa A. Laumann

F OR THIRTY YEARS, advocates, program administrators,
and politicians have joined cause to encourage even more
reports of suspected child abuse and neglect. Their efforts have been
spectacularly successful, with about 3 million children having been
reported in 1993. Large numbers of endangered children still go un-
reported, but an equally serious problem has developed: upon inves-
tigation, as many as 65 percent of the reports now being made are de-
termined to be “unsubstantiated,” raising serious civil liberties concerns
and placing a heavy burden on already overwhelmed investigative
staffs.

These two problems—nonreporting and inappropriate reporting—
are linked and must be addressed together before further progress can
be made in combating child abuse and neglect. In this chapter I argue
that to lessen both problems, there must be a shift in priorities—away
from simply seeking more reports and toward encouraging better
reports.

Reporting Laws

Since the early 1960s all states have passed laws that mandate des-
ignated professionals to report specified types of child maltreatment.
Over the years, both the range of designated professionals and the
scope of reportable conditions have been steadily expanded.
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