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Todayôs Presentation

(1) Child maltreatmentðchallenges and broader 

scope

(2) The Child Welfare System and child-

maltreatment prevention

(3) The U.S. Triple P System Population Trial as 

an example of a population approach to child-

maltreatment prevention

(4) Key features of a broader paradigm



Background about child 

maltreatment

ÅIn the U.S., approximately 1.5% of children are 

abused, at least by official records

ÅFamilies investigated for child abuse

ïMost  do not have the children permanently removed

ïMost do not engage in life-threatening abuse

ïHowever, child fatalities still a serious problem

ÅMany countries around the world struggle with 

the problem of child maltreatment



Child maltreatment

ÅArea defined by problematic parenting

ÅComplicated by other factors (e.g., extreme 

economic deprivation, substance-abusing 

parent, inadequate health care)

ÅOfficial records grossly underestimate the extent 

of problematic parenting



Underestimation of physical abuse

ÅStudy by Theodore, Chang, Runyan et al. (2005)

ÅRandom telephone survey in North and South 

Carolina

ÅIncidence of physical abuse in the telephone 

survey was 40 times greater than the official 

records showed

Epidemiologic  features of the physical and sexual maltreatment of children in the Carolinas. 

Pediatrics, 115, 331-3337.



Our own survey

ÅTelephone survey of 3,600 SC parents of 

children under 8 years old

Å49% reported heavy reliance on discipline 

strategies for child misbehavior that are 

considered ineffective or coercive

Å10% reported they spanked using an object on a 

frequent or very frequent basis

U.S. Triple P System Population Trial.  Prinz, Sanders, Shapiro et al.



Child Welfare System in the U.S.

ÅEvery state in the U.S. has its own child welfare 

system

ÅFew of these systems involved heavily with 

prevention

ÅSeveral functions:

ïChild protective services:  investigating suspected 

abuse

ïFoster care

ïAdoption

ïAssistance to indigent families



Within the Child Welfare System: 

Opportunities for parenting intervention

ÅDifferential or alternative services

ïParents investigated by child protective services

ïChild removal not needed

ïParents need or want services

ïIn some states, families are diverted to alternative 

services

ÅFoster parents

ÅAdopting parents

ÅParents who have engaged in abuse



U.S. Triple P System Population Trial

Funded by the Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention

Conducted via the University of South Carolina

Principal Investigator:  Ron Prinz

Co-Principal Investigator:  Matt Sanders

Project Director:  Cheri Shapiro



Primary aims of the population trial

ÅImplement all levels of the Triple P system (for 

parents of children birth to 12 years) to promote 

positive parenting principles and strategies 

population-wide

ÅTest population penetration of the system

ÅAssess impact at population level, rather than 

with individuals at a clinical level

ÅReduce risk for child maltreatment



Background context of trial

ÅGeographical context backdrop for the trial:
ïSignificant funding cuts to social services and family 

mental health services

ïMultiple disciplines and agencies serve target 
population

ïServices often disconnected, relying on conflicting 
approaches, having poor referral pathways

ïService providers usually experienced but often 
inadequately trained  

ïLittle prior exposure to evidence-based parenting 
programs



Research design

Å Random assignment of 18 counties to:

ï Triple P System

ï Comparison (services as usual) 

Å Counties were matched on child abuse rates, poverty, 

and population size

Å None of the counties had prior exposure to Triple P

Å Target population:  All families with at least one child in 

the birth to 7-year-old range



To give parents easy access:

ÅMultidisciplinary:
ïPractitioners from many disciplines who serve 

families

ïNo discipline ñownsò or controls Triple P

ÅTrain large numbers of service providers

ÅInvolve many settings where parents have 
routine contact

Creation of multiple access points



Synergistic Goal

Implement the entire Triple P System 

concurrently

Media/communication strategies (Level 1)

Parenting seminars (Level 2)

Brief consultation levels (Levels 2 &3)

More intensive programming (Levels 4 & 5)



Universal Triple P

Triple P

Media strategy

De-stigmatize Validate

EmpowerNormalize



Strategies to increase public 

awareness

ÅMultiple publicity strategies

ïPress releases linked to local interests

ïReporter-initiated news stories

ïPositive parenting articles (written by Sanders)

ïRadio public-service announcements (PSAs)

ïCommunity events

ïSchool newsletters, other mailings

ïBumper stickers, memorabilia

ÅInvolve larger numbers of parents in lower 

program levels (e.g., parenting seminars)
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