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In a radical rever-
sal of position, na-
tionally recognized
authority on family
violence Richard J. Gelles, PhD, no longer supports family
reunification as a goal for child protective service agencies. He
explains why in this statement (reprinted with permission):

"The prevailing doctrine in child abuse and neglect cases is
to provide short-term protection for maltreated children while
working toward long-term family reunification. Reunification
often is mandated as part of state law, and even when it is not
legally required, it is the implicit goal of child protection agen-
cies. I have long been an active supporter of family reunifica-
tion. However, my recent research and examination of child
maltreatment, especially child homicide, has convinced me that
my support of family reunification was wrong. Family reunifica-
tion policies, while helping some children, place others at unac-
ceptable risk.

"A number of key assumptions support the family reunifica-
tion policy. The initial conceptualization of child maltreatment
—especially physical child abuse —saw abuse as the result of the
personal psychological pathologies of parents and other
caretakers. The medical model implied that if the pathology
could be cured, the parent would no longer be at risk of being
an abuser.

"The medical model proved too narrow. Other important so-
cial factors, such as poverty, social isolation, stress, and ex-
periencing violence as a child, appeared to be related to the risk
of being an abuser. Thus, in the 1970s, the medical model was
replaced with a new, multi-dimensional causal model.

"The social-psychological approach explains child maltreat-
ment in one of two ways. The ‘tipping point’ model holds that
additional stresses or other problems build up until a ‘tipping
point’ pushes a parent from being a caring one to a parent who
cannot control anger and/or aggression. Overstressed parents
either lash out and physically abuse their children, and/or
neglect them.

"The second view is a ‘deficit model’ that assumes some
parents lack personal, social or economic resources to be effec-
tive, and that by adding the needed resources, such as
psychological counseling, or parent education, they can meet
their own needs as well as their children’s. Both models assume
that children need only be removed from their parents while
thev are at risk of harm and that they should be returned as
sot.n as their parents can care for them adequately. The overrid-
in7, assumption behind both models is that children will do best
" =n cared for by their birth parents. A final key assumption is
thy ithout appropriate intervention, maltreatment inevitably
esCx, tes until children are severely injured or even killed.

"Although the compassionaic approach of family reunifica-
tion is attractive to those of us in the helping professions, I
believe i hat the scientific data fail to support the models. While
there are indeed many child maltreaters who can be helped to
be con:ipetent parents with timely and effective social services,
other parents cannot be assisted to be caring and nurturing
parers.

“The ‘tipping scale’ and ‘deficit’ models apply to only some
child abusers. Our research clearly indicates that there is not a
‘continuum of abuse’ with severe abuse occurring because of in-
creased stress and disadvantage. Instead, there seem to be dis-
tinct categories of maltreatment. Thus, parents who inflict
severe injuries on their children, or kill them, are categorically
different from those parents whose maltreatment does not in-
L volve life-threatening harm.
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"I believe that the rigid uniform family reunificatien
model needs to be abandoned as an official and unofficial
child welfare policy. The data on child homicide clearly
reveal the damage done by rigidly following the family
reunification model. Thirty to 50 percent of children killed
by parents or caretakers are killed after they have been iden-
tified by agencies and have been involved in interventions,
and either left in their homes or returned home after a shert-
term removal.

"Child protection’ and ‘child advocacy’ needs to replace
family reunification as the guiding policy of child welfare
agencies. Child welfare workers need to ‘listen’ to the ac-
tions of maltreating parents. Parents who fracture the skulls
or bones of six-month-old children, who have sexual inter-
course with 12-month-old daughters, and whose drug abuse
patterns compromise their ability to care for their children
are simply not entitled to ‘three strikes’ before they lose
their rights as parents. With severe child maltreatment, ‘one
strike’ is sufficient to warrant terminating parental rights.”

The statement appeared in The Brown University Child
and Adolescent Behavior Letter, Vol. 8, No. 5, June 1992,
Gelles, Director of the Family Violence Research Program,
University of Rhode Island, has written extensively on child
abuse issues. This material will be included in a book, Out
of Harm'’s Way: Creating a Safe World for Children,
scheduled for publication by Free Press in 1994.

Child Homicide and Severe Abuse:

Unique Crimes of Violence

"Physical Violence, Child Abuse and Child Homicide: A
Continuum of Violence or Distinct Behaviors" (Human
Nature, Vol. 2, No. 1, 1991) expands on Gelles’ observations
on parental brutality. For years, he argues, researchers have
accepted the notion of a linear or evolutionary pattern of
violence, ranging from mild and infrequent to severe and fre-
quent. "Implicit in this argument is the idea that...findings
from examinations of child homicide and the most serious
forms of abuse can be generalized to other forms of violence
toward children. From a policy point of view, numerous
scholars and child advocates propose that prevention of
physical punishment is a first and major step in the preven-
tion of physical violence and child homicide."

Research analysis does not bear out this assumption,
says Gelles. He reasons here, based on a variety of
evidence, that violence, severe abuse and homicide are dis-
tinct forms of behavior, "each requiring distinct explanation
and theoretical formulation liberat[ing] theories of child
abuse from the constraints of having to explain the full range
of violent and abusive acts." Severe abuse and homicide are
not "an extreme form of interpersonal violence" but com-
pletely distinct forms of behavior (therefore requiring dif-
ferent policy approaches and procedural interventions).

Gelles is the author or co-author of 14 books and more
than 90 articles and chapters on family violence. (Address
correspondence to Richard J. Gelles, Family Violence Re-
search Program, University of Rhode Island, Kingston, R]
02881.) He acknowledged to UPDATE that his conclusions
were unorthodox for the child welfare community but
should come as no surprise to prosecutors. Gelles' research
has significant implications for risk assessment tools that
adequately identify and provide realistic responses to those
children whose lives are in greatest danger.
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